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INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION
 
Recent discourse has framed public space as being  
in a state of crisis. Extensive discussion exists 
around the notion that public space has become 
increasingly private, increasingly directed towards 
specific users, increasingly regulated, and inher-
ently less “public” (Fraser 1993; Mitchell 1995; 
Banerjee 2000). As governments adopt free market 
policies, it is being thematized for tourists and con-
sumers (Zukin 1991; Urry 2002), and increasingly 
monitored for the sake of safety (Low and Smith 
2005). Many cultural critics think we have now  
created “a society that expects and desires only 
private interactions, private communications, and 
private politics, and that reserves public spaces 
solely for commodified recreation and spectacle” 
(Mitchell 1995; Banerjee 2000). Is there still an urge 
for local, authentic culture in the city? Or has the 
utopia of the mall made authenticity redundant, and 
therefore as Michael Sorkin declares, marked “The 
End of Public Space”?

Much has been made of this declaration against 
public space, but it may be premature. A plausible 
counter to this sense of loss and lack of hope is to 
acknowledge that current forms of public space no 
longer addresses the needs of a changed but still very 
active public realm, and that by re-imagining and 
implementing a kind of public space that encourages 
both formal and informal engagement we might 
desire engagement with our cities and each other 
once again.

All one must do is look around to see that despite, 
or in the face of, increased regulation, a new kind of 
public space is emerging through the act of play. The 
city is full of play: people garden and draw on side-
walks, buildings, artworks, walls and slopes are used 
for climbing, the city itself is being actively used as 
a golf or Frisbee course, and derelict areas become 
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and play”(Lefebvre 1996). As any investigation of 
the history of city form demonstrates however, 
these needs are seen as secondary to those oriented 
towards the visual expression of civic ideals, and 
are rarely involved in the discourse surrounding 
city-making. 

Although perhaps not yet fully comprehensible as 
either a spatial or political order, the concept of space 
presented by those at play in the city symbolizes a 
changing public space that embraces creativity, mul-
tiplicity, and contestation. Nancy Fraser, in her cri-
tique of Jürgen Habermas’1962 book The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere, provides a basis 
for this kind of evaluation of public space. Instead 
of a single ‘public’ occupying an exemplary public 
space, multiple counter-publics produce multiple 
sites of public expression, “creating and using spaces 
that are partial and selective, responsive to limited 
segments of the population and to a limited number 
of the multiple public roles individuals play in urban 
society” (Fraser 1993). 

The concept of urban play encompasses these 
multiple public roles that individuals play and 
necessarily occupies multiple sites that respond to 
these multiple publics. Because it has the ability to 
address a multitude of publics, it also has the ability 
to visualize the struggle and contestation that the 
contemporary city represents. It signifies a shift 
from a passive stance to one that is active. Although 
it might not be an overt gesture, this simple activa-
tion is itself a form of resistance to the status quo and 
search for alternative possibilities, and with this one 
can start to frame a discourse around public space 
that is no longer from the perspective of loss, but 
from a perspective of possibility. 

The concept of play has been discussed historically 
under a variety of pseudonyms. Johan Huizinga in 
Homo Ludens outlines a historical context for the 
civilizing and ceremonial aspects of play. Henry 
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meeting places, or are converted into temporary uses 
like urban beaches and ice rinks. These interventions 
represent a ground-up response to the current condi-
tions of our cities and demonstrate an ability on the 
part of citizens to satisfy their own needs for partici-
pation in the public realm. Urban interventionists 
discover spaces, and reinvent them as playspaces, 
releasing inherent creativity and potential. These 
playspaces can emerge almost anywhere; front 
porches, sidewalks, back alleys, parks, parking lots, 
walls, rooftops, fences, and vacant lots are just a few 
of the potential sites for play. The actions that take 
place are urban play, and they are reinventing both 
conventional and unconventional public spaces in a 
way that re-engages people with their city.

This project report aims to understand and explain 
the value of urban play and its related “playspaces” 
as places that fulfill a role as public space in the city. 
This examination of urban play presents a vision of 
play in the city to which not just city-builders, but 
all of us can contribute. In contrast to the prescrip-
tive tradition of public space design, playspaces are a 
kind of public space that is chosen, constructed, and 
designed by the user. The vision presented here is 
one in which form and space encourage our natural 
play instincts, and in which the play itself can give 
identity to both the city and its inhabitants. 

Urban play has a unique ability to embrace the 
complexity of the contemporary city, and is an 
individual response to the increasingly pervasive 
marriage of leisure and consumption. Market and 
design considerations have successfully displaced 
the interactions of engaged peoples in the shaping 
of urban space. Henri Lefebvre argues that people 
have a right to more than what is formally presented 
to them in cities, and have objective needs that the 
city should instead be structured towards meet-
ing “the need for creative activity …not only for 
products and consumable material goods, but the 
need for information, symbolism, the imaginary 
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with a desire to play. The kind of play presented 
here is one that is conducted by people of all ages, 
and in spaces that are not necessarily designated 
playgrounds, but could be any space that allows 
for environmental engagement and adaptation to a 
desired use. 

The approach taken in this examination of play will 
bridge a variety of disciplines and takes a multifac-
eted look at the issues surrounding the design of 
environments that encourage play. Undermining 
this multifaceted approach is a belief that design and 
architecture alone cannot solve the problems of play 
in the city, and that a variety of social and political 
figures must come together in the encouragement 
of healthy, safe and encouraging conditions for play. 
Henri Lefebvre, Michel de Certeau, Guy Debord, 
and the more recent work of Margaret Crawford and 
John Kaliski provide a theoretical background for the 
concepts presented, especially with regards to their 
admittance of the complexity of urban conditions as 
providing great potential grounds for play itself.

This report is composed of four sections. Part I is an 
illustrated definition of the theories and examples 
of urban play while in Part II key concerns when 
designing for urban play will be discussed. 

Part III is the project component of this report. A 
series of informal surveys were conducted with 
planners, artists, architects, children, and older 
people to establish a set of possible desirable activi-
ties to be conducted in public space. The resulting 
suggestions for possible interventions and use of 
playspaces provide a set of goals and motivations for 
small-scale interventions that could help stimulate 
activity in the interstices of the city and gradually 
engage the community in the re-integration of these 
spaces into the city fabric. Jan Gehl’s studies in Co-
penhagen, William H. Whyte’s analysis of the use 
of plazas in New York and Klaus Overmeyer’s more 
recent investigations of the behaviour and activities 
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Shaftoe has recently used the term “conviviality 1” 
to support an argument that places where people can 
be “sociable and festive are the essence of urbanity” 
(Shaftoe 2008). In his book Convivial Urban Spaces 
Shaftoe takes an approach similar to that of such fa-
mous public space advocates as Jan Gehl, William H. 
Whyte, Jane Jacobs, and Kevin Lynch (Jacobs 1961; 
Whyte 1980; Lynch 1981; Gehl 1987). Although 
there is an acknowledgement in these approaches of 
the importance of accommodating unpredictability 
in urban design, there is often a focus on the limita-
tions that should be imposed on space as opposed to 
the possibilities that could emerge from it. What is 
so exceptional about the kind of play to be discussed 
here is that it takes place both within and in opposi-
tion to those existing limitations. In light of this, if 
one wants to embrace a true sense of creativity in the 
city, it is necessary to design spaces not just with the 
principles of conviviality in mind, but with an open-
ness to the potential use of these spaces as people 
see fit, allowing this potential to emerge from the 
community itself.

There is a tendency in the discussion of play to focus 
on concerns of the child and children. Extensive 
literature exists pronouncing the advantages of 
play as a form of environmental learning (Chawla 
1992) and as a civilizing agent in children (Huizinga 
1971). Less researched however is the role of play in 
bridging concerns of culture, gender, age and race. 
Liane Lefaivre in her book Ground-up City: Play as 
a design tool (Lefaivre and Döll 2007) has presented 
the idea of encouraging play in younger generations 
as a means of connecting across social and cultural 
divides. Lefaivre illustrates how playgrounds and 
playspaces bring people together, and have the 
potential to address many issues in the effort to cre-
ate more livable and lively communities. In order to 
realize the potential of play to transform the city the 
conversation must move away from the catalogue 
playground, and shift its focus away from the idea 
that children are the only segment of the population 
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This report is a call for urban designers to embrace 
design that not only allow for but also encourage 
play. The report itself is meant to provide ideas 
around this topic and attempts to frame a need 
for future research and projects. It is in no way a 
comprehensive exploration of the potential of urban 
play to transform our experience of the city. It is 
hoped, however, that it might trigger ideas for future 
interventions and professional awareness of the po-
tential of play to embrace the complexity of the city, 
and that it might instigate further exploration of the 
role of play as a means to learn from and engage with 
that complexity.

INTRODUCTION

of “urban pioneers” in Berlin and Amsterdam have 
provided foundations for the resulting idea kit of 
temporary interventions. The project component 
seeks to evaluate a design approach that places 
adaptability and flexibility at the forefront of urban 
design decisions, engaging the user in both the con-
ception and use of the design. The final section, Part 
IV, is a discussion of findings and possible strategies 
for implementation.

The act of designing for something as spontaneous 
and user-driven as urban play is rife with contradic-
tions and difficulty. Planners can do much to loosen 
the restrictions imposed on city-owned land, 
and can further facilitate the mediation between 
invested parties, be they developers or the city, 
and urban interventionists themselves (Banerjee 
2000, Overmeyer, 2007). The role of urban design 
in encouraging urban play is less evident however. 
In addition to a paradigm shift in the entire field 
of urban design, because these actions exist in 
opposition to much of what is provided by the 
city, it is difficult to design for them from within 
the very system they oppose. The specific spatial 
requirement of urban play is often the city itself, and 
therefore precludes traditional intervening design 
measures. The concept demands a repositioning of 
the designer, shifting power from the design expert 
to the everyday user, and from primarily formal 
concerns to concerns of activation of space. 

The field of urban design can, however, as a mediator 
between the formal and social practices of archi-
tecture and planning, play an important role in  
developing adaptive spaces and interventions that 
invite participation and play rather than hinder it.  
By acknowledging urban play as an important  
expression of urban desires and creativity, urban 
designers can move beyond the dominant concerns 
for urban form towards an outlook that is oriented 
towards a concern for the facilitation of urban life.



9

200BC Roman Market Square

The Roman forum was an 
elaboration of the Greek Agora. 
The symmetrical layout of the 
square gave it a more severe and 
religious character. Surrounding 
structures accomodated shops, 
civic activities and markets, with 
a bathouse and theatre nearby.

70-80AD Popular Entertainment

The Colosseum served as an open 
air theatre for large-scale public 
entertainment such as gladiator 
combats. The stands could hold 
50,000 spectators. 
photo: fabbriciuse

13th Century Plaza With Public 
Amenities

Piazza del Campo, in Sienna, is 
one of Europe’s largest Medieval 
squares. Palaces, villas, the 
Palazza Publico and Torre del 
Mangia surround the sloping 
piazza. 

13th Century Church Square

Piazza del Campo, in Sienna, is 
one of Europe’s largest Medieval 
squares. Palaces, villas, the 
Palazza Publico and Torre del 
Mangia surround the sloping 
piazza. 

15th Century Heirarchy In The Public 
Domain

Plaza Neuva, Granada. This square was 
realized adjacent to the River Darro to 
create more space in the city. Because 
of its scale it became Granada’s most 
important square, where events such 
as bullfights and public executions took 
place. photo: Andres Breijo

1536 Semi-Public Park

King Henry the VIII confiscated Hyde Park from the 
monks of Westminster Abbey in 1536 for use as a 
hunting ground. King James I allowed limited public 
access, and King Charles I opened it to the public in 
1637. It remains the property of the Crown. It is still 
home to a variety of soap-box orators, but it more 
regularly serves as a venue for concerts, sport, and 
cultural events. Open daily from 5am–midnight.

 partially sourced from: 
“my public space”exhibition, NAI 
2008 http://www.mypublicspace.eu/

 

500BC The Agora

The Agora served as a mar-
ketplace and centre for civic 
life. Several public and market 
buildings surrounded the square, 
making it an economic and  
political hub as well. 

1620 City Square

Plaza Mayor, in Madrid, was estab-
lished by christians in the 12th century 
and was incorporated within the city 
walls in the 15th century. The first 
buildings around the square’s perim-
eter were realized in 1619, and were 
the first apartment buildings in Madrid. 
photo: Rob Koenen 

An Evolution of Public Space

Except for a few planned cities of Greek and Roman 
times, most cities through the Middle Ages grew 
out of a process that took hundreds of years, and 
were built through a continual adjustment of physi-
cal form in relation to city functions. Public space 
emerged out of necessity and in places where it was 
appropriate to convene. The first radical change to 
this was in the Renaissance when urban profes-
sionals assumed the theoretical and practical work 
of establishing norms and ideals of city develop-
ment. Spatial effects and the visual image of the 
city took form and took precedence, all in support 
of civic functions such as parades and processions. 
The second major development was Functionalism, 
which separated uses and rarely took human needs, 
scale, or characteristics into account (Lang 2007). 
Roads, paths, and lawns replaced streets and 
squares as public space became was re-imagined 
as a representation of nature instead. Beyond the 
recent disneyfication of public space through its 
adoption by corporate sponsorship and consumer-
oriented events (Sorkin 1990; Zukin 1991), private 
and public institutions are taking an increasingly 
prominent position as public places for meeting 
and gathering. In response to concerns over actual 
ownership, responsibility, and monitoring of these 
institutionalized spaces, more research is needed 
to understand how these institutions might be 
compensating for a lack of suitable public space 
elsewhere in the city. 
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1852-1853 Park By Public 
Consent

The Park, Rotterdam. Rotterdam 
City Council purchased the land 
now occupied by The Park in the 
mid-19th century with the inten-
tion of establishing an abattoir 
there. After Deflshaven Borough 
Council lodged protests it was 
decided to establish a city park. 

1853 Structuring Public Order

Haussmans Boulevards, Paris.  
Haussman’s renovation of Paris 
involved the implementation of 
large avenues and the expropria-
tion of large areas of the city for 
the sake of “public interest”. The 
resulting plan has been criticized 
for its heavy handedness and 
enormous scale, but did create a 
series of large open spaces and 
squares for public use.

1860 Public Industry

In the late 1800s many inacces-
sible, functional landscapes with 
no recreational or residential 
function were realized. Over 
time these have been rendered 
accessible through small-scale 
interventions however.

1867 Shopping Arcade

Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, 
Milan, At the end of the 18th 
century, more and more shops 
and shopping streets were being 
established in Paris. From 1799 
some of these were covered 
over to protect the public from 
rain and wind. These passages 
were often terribly narrow and 
consisted of a series of shops 
with half an upper storey serving 
as living accommodation or stor-
age space. The Galleria Vittorio 
Emanuele II is a covered shopping 
street from the 19th century. The 
arcade was built to interconnect 
the Piazza del Duomo and the 
Piazza della Scala.

1869 Large Scale Recreation Area

Pheonix Park, Dublin. This park 
initially served as a royal hunting 
ground, but from 1745 on it was 
opened to the public. It is Europes 
largest urban park. 
photo: Jason Hart

1873 The First Cafe Square

Temple Bar, Dublin. Temple Bar 
is a neighbourhood of medi-
eval streets and in the centre 
of Dublin. Since the 1990s the 
neighbourhood has regained 
cultural activities and a colourful 
nightlife.

1842-1846 First Public Park

Victoria Park., London. opened 
to the public in 1845, the design 
for the park was by Sir James 
Pennthrone by the Crown Estate. 
photo: Marie Baartmens

1851 Infrastructural Public 
Space

Atocha Station, Madrid. The 
first train service in Europe 
was introduced in 1825, and 
soon thereafter stations 
became important hubs in the 
public network. Raphael Moneo 
designed the 1992 extension of 
this station to include a plaza 
with palmery, shops, and cafes. 
photo: Charlie Wild

1905 Public Buildings for Every 
Class

Letchworth was the world’s 
first garden city and was 
built according to schemes 
conceived by Ebenezer Howard 
(1850-1928). Howard wanted 
to combine the advantages of 
countryside and city with these 
garden cities, thus limiting the 
disadvantages of each. The 
basic concept involved common 
ownership of land, centrally 
located public amenities, and 
generous parks, residential 
areas surrounded by greenery 
and industrial activities set on 
the periphery of the city.

1953 Pedestrian Zones

Lijnbaan, Rotterdam. The 
Lijnbaan is a traffic-free 
shopping street in the centre 
of Rotterdam that consists of 
a promenade with shops on 
either side. Pedestrians are 
shielded from rain and shine 
by continuous awnings. A 
special pedestrian zone in the 
middle of the city was a novelty 
at the time and sparked a great 
deal of international interest in 
the competition.

1958 The Unraveling Of Functions

Building for the masses. The 
CIAM (Congrès International 
d’Architecture Moderne) was 
a trend-setting international 
movement with a preference for 
rationalized mass production. 
A separation of urban functions 
was prevalent in their plans: 
living, recreation, working, 
infrastructure.
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1976 Elevated Public Space

Freeway Park, Seattle. A mix-
ture of brutalist architecture 
and greenery, freeway park 
bridges over interstate 5 and a 
large city-owned parking lot; 
8th avenue bridges over the 
park. Fully wheetlchair acces-
sible, the series of staircases 
link a convention centre, Down-
town Seattle, and First Hill, a 
primarily residential area.

1984 Copy-Paste Space

Boulevard Unini, Bucharest. 
Boulevard Unini marks out the 
Centru Civic neighbourhood 
from the 1980s with imposing 
buildings in socialist style. The 
boulevard was based on the 
Champs Elysées in Paris and was 
previously known as ‘Socialism’s 
Triumph’. After the Romanian 
Revolution in 1989 the name was 
changed to Boulevard Unini  
(Fellowship boulevard).

1997 Shopping Public

Galeries Lafayette, Berlin. This 
department store, could be 
regarded as an extension of the 
Friedrichstrasse. Though it is 
a commercial indoor space, the 
complex has been inserted into 
the public space as optimally as 
possible in order to attract the 
maximum number of visitors.

2000 Museum / Institution as 
Public Domain

The Tate Modern occupies a 
former power station and has 
developed into a meeting place 
for tourists and inhabitants of 
London alike. With its presen-
tation of gigantic artworks in a 
free-to-the public setti ng, the 
foyer has become an important 
public space. 

1960 Recreational Landscape

Sookefield, Copenhagen. In-
creased free time in the 1960s 
led to the realization of large-
scale collective sport facilities 
in and around the city.

1963 Cities Living Room

Bibliotheque, Rotterdam. Over 
the last decarde the library has 
developed into the city’s living 
room. Visitors from various 
backgrounds and diversity 
of interests converge on this 
public domain.

1999 Everyday Space

Brought to planning and 
architectural discourse by 
John Kalisnki and Margaret 
Crawford in the late 1990s, 
“Everyday space” is shaped 
by lived experience, and is the 
space in which everyday actions 
such as commuting, running 
errands and other repetitive 
tasks take place.

1998 skate park

Burnside Park, Portland 

Since its anarchistic origins in LA in 
1980s, scores of public spaces have 
been designated around the world to 
the sport. Many skate parks, such as 
Burnside Park depicted here, were built 
by users in abandoned areas. Although 
sometimes criticized for their specificity 
and the lack of variety of users found in 
these spaces, they fulfill an important 
role as destinations for teenagers, a 
group often marginalized in traditional 
public space (Jones and Graves 2000). 
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2 Of the examples provided 
opposite and on the previous 
spread, parkour might be the 

most fleeting and versatile 
intervention. In this game 
the city itself becomes an 

obstacle course for a body 
to jump over, slide on and 

climb, without the use of any 
specialized equipment or 

supports. 

3 Sometimes called flash mobs, 
in April 2007, for example, 

4,000 people met in Victoria 
Square with boom boxes for 

a 2 hour impromptu dance 
party. see Howard Rheingold, 
Smart Mobs: The next social 

revolution BasicBooks, 
2003. Rheingold, H. (2003). 

Smart Mobs: The next social 
revolution, Basic Books.

PART I: URBAN PLAY
 
What is urban play?

Urban play is any temporary activation or activity 
that engages public space. It is a celebration of 
individual creativity in the city and the physical call 
and response between the individual and the urban 
landscape. Urban pioneers are citizens that through 
individual passions initiate activities that engage 
in public space. They perform urban interventions 
collectively, or individually, by adapting existing 
conditions for their own purposes. They can be 
intentional and form part of an artistic practice, or 
informal acts that are a form of self-expression and 
represent a desire to act in a public way. 

The interventions range in permanence and 
duration,2 and actors at play vary in number, from 
community organizations and sports teams, to 
artists and collectives, down to isolated individuals. 
Recent advances in internet and mobile-phone based 
networking technologies have enabled anonymous 
individuals to act en mass to engage in spontaneous 
takeovers of areas of the city for dance parties, 
performances, or seemingly for no reason  
at all other than to experience the sensation of  
being together.3

A linking characteristic of all of these actions is their 
temporary nature. Some will remain temporary, and 
benefit from a seasonal adaptability, while others 
will seek permanence over time through negotiation 
with landowners and regulating bodies. Six catego-
ries of urban interventions are provided below, each 
with one example. These categories are not distinct, 
and most actions can fall under more than one of 
them, but they will serve in this project report to 
distinguish and sort the few examples  
of what it reality are thousands of possible acts of 
urban play.
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3. FOOD/DRINK 4. GOODS/SERVICES

Ostrand (East-Side Beach), Berlin

This beach bar and event location 
opened in 2002 and features an 
urban beach and floating barge on 
the Spree. Currently they hold a 
temporary lease from April to Sep-
tember, renewed upon review each 
spring. The project was initiated by 
PLC, which also owns and operates 
a number of other cafes in Berlin, 
and employs 150 ppl in the sum-
mer, and 10 in the winter. Financing 
comes from the bar and catering.

Initiated by: PLCLand owned by: Federal Ministry 
of Finance 
Location: Mühlenstrasse 70, Friedrichshain 
Size: 10,000sq.m 
Photo: studio-uc.de 

Massage Central, Central Park, NYC

10 minute massages at reasonable 
prices provides an unbeatable  
service to stressed New Yorkers. 
The service-providors bring their 
own massage chairs on a daily 
basis to the less-patrolled areas of 
Central Park. This informal use is 
not officially sanctioned. 

Actors: masseuses 
Owner: City of New York. 
Location: Central Park. 
Photo: EmonomE

URBAN PLAY

‘Natura Vincit’ (Nature prevails), 
Amsterdam
The ‘Natura Vincit’ (Nature 
prevails) project consists of a 
green zone that has been nurtured 
and cultivated for over a decade 
by a local resident. His refusal 
to consider weeds a ‘pest’, has 
transformed this little piece 
of land into a rich biotope. The 
proximity of Artis Zoo, a traditional 
magnet for birds and other 
animals of all sorts and sizes is 
an additional asset. Recently an 
agreement has been reached with 
the Royal Dutch Nature Society 
(KNNV), which will be researching 
and taking stock of the site’s lush 
flora and abundant fauna.This plot 
will host a resource and visitors’ 
centre, where people will find 
information, guided tours, lectures 
– and a glass of nettle juice. 
 
Initiators: Sannah Belzer & Koninklijke 
Nederlandse Natuur Vereniging Amsterdam 
(KNNV) Property Owner: City of Amsterdam 
Location: Plantage Kerklaan 
Photo: playscapes020

 Kleiner Wagrainer Schneeberg (Ski Run), 
Berlin 
Thanks to a temporary lease for the 
winter season initiated by the KSC 
Alpine team, this site for a brief 
season is a place of lessons, advising, 
rental,  marketing and PR for the 
club. Equipment was donated by local 
sports companies, and course fees do 
apply, but there is no state funding or 
support for the venture. 
 
Initiators: KSC Alpine team 
location: Mareinburger Strasse 31a,  
Prenzlauer Berg. 
Size: 1,155sq.m 
Photo: playscapes020

1. NATURE/PARK 2. SPORT/LEISURE
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In each of these examples there is an attempt by a 
group or organization to engage the outside com-
munity in some form of play. This might occur in 
the form of programmation, or simply in allocating 
a space for use; it may appear in the form of a 
sculptural installation, or a garage scale. What all of 
these actions have in common however is that they 
challenge the rules of engagement between the indi-
vidual and the city, and are a visible demonstration 
of the unique creativity and entrepreneurial talent of 
that city. 

In Berlin, the gradual rebuilding of spaces formerly 
occupied by the Berlin wall has created a network 
of informal parks and vacant lots. Bars, cafes, and 
event spaces dot the urban landscape in the summer 
season, while other informal vending carts and 
trailers are found throughout the year throughout 
the city. These installations are the result of complex 
negotiations between the property owner (often 
the state) and business entrepreneurs. The city itself 
encourages part-time occupation of sites for a variety 
of purposes as a means of encouraging start-up and 
creative industries. Although temporary use is not 
a part of their long-term planning for the city, they 
see it as a means of activating underused areas of the 
city, and dealing with rampant unemployment. And 
its working (Overmeyer 2007).

In North American cities we do not encounter 
the same kind of attitude towards the temporary 
activation of space and visible display of creativity. 
The fear of public space spurred by the sense of 
vulnerability now present in North America since 
the September 11th, 2001 terrorist attacks as well as 
the dislike of having to see displays of homelessness, 
convince us that public space, and the city, are places 
of anarchy that are to be feared (Mitchell 2003). As 
a result of this uneasiness, surveillance and increas-
ingly restrictive regulations are being implemented.  

“Camping aux bons plaisirs fugaces” 
Dare Dare, (Temporary live-IN ) Dare 
Dare, Montreal 

In Montreal, Dare Dare, an artist-
run association, establishes its  
movable trailer, and headquarters 
in a variety of city-approved loca-
tions. Their overall mandate is to 
engage the community in envi-
ronmental practices and artmak-
ing. Depicted above is an ‘urban 
camping event” that had a goal of 
occupying and making an empty 
city-owned lot into a live-in space, 
with public events and art installa-
tions taking place over the course 
of a weekend.

Intiators: Dare Dare Artist Run Centre 
Property owner: City of Montreal 
Location: Park-sans-nom (no name park), Mile 
End, Montreal 
Photo: DareDare

Dock t’blau Muurtje (Temporary 
Amsterdam Boat Builders 
Workshop), Amsterdam

This vacant lot sits like an island 
amid the bustling Czaar Peter-
straat: a rich artisans’ neighbour-
hood, and a great area for a skills 
exchange. A public workshop pro-
vides space for a skills workshop 
and boat building. A skillful and 
passionate boat builder, Bert van 
Baar, who runs Amsterdam’s Boat 
Builders’ School, hosts the pub-
lic and encourages them to bring 
along their hammers to build a boat 
in six weeks time. An informal use 
agreement was obtained from the 
property owner. 

Initiators: Pascal Leboucq &Bert van 
BaarProperty owner: private 
Location: Czaar Peterstraat tussen 169 en 171 
Ontwerper 
Photo: sundayadventureclub.nl 

6. ARTS/CULTURE5. SKILL-BUILDING 
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Huizinga goes on to describe the characteristics 
of play that both separate and integrate it into the 
realm of the ‘everyday.’ Firstly play is a voluntary 
activity, and has a quality of freedom. Secondly, it 
is not ‘ordinary’ or ‘real’ life, but it is a temporary 
stepping into a separate sphere of activity with a 
“disposition all to its own” (Huizinga 1971). Because 
play is a suspension of reality ordered by a set of 
rules, this stepping away has both a beginning and 
an end, further separating it from the continuous 
repetition of everyday experience. 

In the contemporary city, capital markets organize 
and subdivide urban space, which in turn structures 
social relations so as to maximize functionality and 
optimize both production and consumption. Play is 
a temporary activity that is satisfied in itself, and be-
ing an act outside of ordinary life, stands outside of 
the normal appetite for needs and wants. Play there-
fore can be seen as a stepping away from this ‘every-
day’ and as both a critique of the city and means of 
regaining a sense of personal freedom, ownership 
and connection to place. The possibility of play to 
subvert or step away from a dominant framework 
means that it is a powerful tool of empowerment 
for the individual in face of and within the physical 
manifestation of the state and homogenous, themed 
environments of leisure and consumption (Franck 
and Stevens 2007).

It is important to note however that the importance 
of play lies not just in its ability to transport the user, 
and potentially viewer, away from the banal and ev-
eryday, but that the action itself also remains firmly 
grounded in the realm of the ‘everyday’ and the topic 
of Everyday Urbanism (Chase, Kaliski et al. 1999). 
Henri Lefebvre, Michel de Certeau and Guy Debord 
and more recently Chase, Kaliski and Crawford 
have been pivotal in the effort to define the realm 
of everyday as a crucial arena of modern culture and 
society. Lefebvre has even gone so far as to insist that 
trivial everyday life actually constitutes the basis of 

URBAN PLAY

It is perhaps because of this increased monitoring 
and reglementation that people are seeking new 
ways to explore and express themselves. Urban 
interventions are “tactical” maneuvers of an impro-
vised and temporary nature that defy “strategic” 
plans and top-down policy (de Certeau 1988). Per-
formative, and discontinuous, urban interventions 
help create punctuating moments that upset the 
daily rhythms of routine that normally exist in these 
spaces. They are closely related to the détournement 
of Guy Debord and the Situationists, and can func-
tion as starting points for social change, acting as 
“potential revolutions in individual everyday life, 
springboards for the realization of the possible” 
(Debord 1981). These installations, by presenting an 
alternative use of space, provoke further engagement 
with alternative possibilities.

Play and the ‘everyday’

What is play? To play is to engage in activity for 
enjoyment and recreation rather than serious or 
practical purpose. The Oxford English Dictionary 
supplements this definition with: cooperation, 
performance, freedom of movement, action, and 
amusement. What these definitions do not admit 
to however is the usefulness, importance and even 
necessity of engaging in this type of activity.

The importance of play for all ages has been 
discussed from a variety of perspectives. Johan 
Huizinga, a historian and one of the founders of 
cultural history, in his book Homo Ludens insists 
that play is the essence of culture and civilization. 
For Huizinga, play is a set of rules, and has the prin-
cipal role of ritualizing and therefore subverting and 
undermining the aggressive spirit of competition by 
submitting it to rules. To him religion, law, art and 
sport all played this role of controlling aggression 
and “taming the savageness of life,” having a civiliz-
ing effect (Huizinga 1971). 
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concentration of activity and social aspirations in 
space brings about conditions of chaos, chance and 
change, and a breaking down of constraints. The 
encouragement of urban play supports a view of 
the city that is fragmented, incomplete and full of 
conflict, all things that are inevitable conditions of 
postmodern life. This idea supports play as a means 
of engaging with difference that is inherent in our 
current urban condition. 

One readily available, and interesting place for play 
is the interstice, or in-between space. Interstices can 
be of a variety of shapes and sizes; a street corner, a 
large front stoop, an empty lot between two build-
ings. Not all of these spaces are great for play. What 
they do accomplish however is a transition between 
the public and private. They are good for children 
because of their proximity to nearby homes and 
doors and therefore watchful eyes. They are good for 
adults too though because of their convenience, of-
fering a space to spontaneously put down a chair or a 
flowerpot, leading to conversation and engagement 
with neighbours.

Aldo Van Eyck’s methodic transformation of 
Amsterdam’s interstitial spaces into sites for play-
grounds is a highly successful example of the power 
of the interstice. Almost out of nothing Van Eyck 
was able to develop an interconnected network of 
interstitial spaces that actively satisfied a significant 
need in a city recently ravaged by war. By using small 
scale interstitial sites throughout the city, a network 
of playgrounds was developed that gave a large 
portion of Amsterdam’s citizenry access to a much 
needed space for play at a time when play was needed 
more than ever before (Lefaivre and de Roode 2002).

URBAN PLAY

all social experience and is the true realm of political 
contestation (Lefebvre 1991). The transformative 
power of urban play lies in its ability to disrupt and 
occupy both the banal spaces of routine and the ‘ev-
eryday’ and traditional, monumental public spaces.

Playspaces

Play occurs in playspaces. These are not restricted 
to playgrounds, or other designated locations, but 
could be abandoned lots, streetcorners, or doorways 
to name just a few examples. Normative public spac-
es reproduce a generic, existing ideology. Playspaces 
are in fact highly generic spaces that become specific 
and serve as public arenas when public assertion 
takes place. Apparently empty of meaning, public 
spaces and playspaces become venues for the expres-
sion of new meanings— social, aesthetic, political, 
and economic— as individuals and groups recognize 
and appropriate them (Mitchell 2003). Without 
ever claiming to be a totality of public space, these 
spaces and their multiple, simultaneous activities 
construct and reveal an alternative logic to public 
space.  Because playspaces are inherently active, they 
do not however exist as non-places (Augé 1996) or 
terrain-vagues (Solà-Morales Rubió 2002), but as 
places that through their activation become integral 
components of the city. Urban playspaces might be 
more accurately described as a network of miniature 
heterotopias,4 existing as otherplaces or universes 
unto themselves while remaining physically within 
the existing grid and structure of the city.

Playspaces have emerged as prime locations not just 
for play, but for diverse forms of socialization that 
have the ability to overcome barriers of race, age, sex 
and class (Loukaitou-Sideris, 2003; Roberts, 2007; 
Stevens, 2007; Lefaivre, 2007). On this topic Henri 
Lefebvre emphasizes the way cities create social 
encounters that are often sudden and unpredictable 
(Lefebvre 1996). Urban life therefore involves devel-
oping behaviour that is unpredictable, unfamiliar, 
and tests pre-existing social rules and roles. A 

4  See Foucault, M. (1984). 
“Of Other Spaces.” 
Architecture/Movement/
Continuite.
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The Uses of Disorder

Despite the appeal of applying a functional role to 
these otherwise derelict spaces, the uses of disorder 
need to be better understood. As we gradually clean 
up and design every square centimeter of the urban 
realm, we are at risk of losing some of the most 
exciting places for play. Abandoned lots where there 
is space for a fort, or riverbanks where one can get 
muddy, are slowly disappearing, and with them the 
sense of freedom and creativity that they encourage.

This cleaning-up of cities is made possible by recent 
advantageous market forces, but is also closely re-
lated to the fear of anarchy and perception of a need 
for increased regulation and control in cities. In his 
book The Uses of Disorder Richard Sennett discusses 
how the increased separation and control of ‘other’ 
populations in the city is actually dangerous in the 
long term. Exclusionary practices generate prejudice 
and can lead to major acts of violence such as 
revolutions and riots rather than the small everyday 
conflicts that are actually a healthy way for people 
to get to know, understand and accommodate each 
other. He argues that a certain amount of disorder is 
actually a good thing and that the planners desire to 
order and predestine human function is doomed to 
failure or a possibly even worse outcome – violence 
(Sennett 1970).

Temporary Use as a Catalyst for Change

One common characteristic of the seemingly 
abandoned spaces used by interventionists is that 
through their use they are reintegrated into the 
urban structure and stimulate interest in alternative 
and potentially better-suited uses for these spaces. 
Closing down the street for a street festival can bring 
people together and to the streets temporarily, but 
also generate interest in car-free living and activities. 
Granting a lease for a temporary community garden 
may not satisfy all of the needs of a neighbourhood, 
but might spark interest in pursuing collective 
improvements of other kinds.

URBAN PLAY

Play and Foundspaces 

Urban play is a form of self-expression. Self-
expression, discovery and creativity take place 
in spaces that allow them to do so. Buildings 
earmarked for demolition or giving the appearance 
of abandonment interestingly especially provide a 
space that encourages markings and displays of self. 
Foundspaces are spaces that are used by people for 
purposes other than those that were originally in-
tended. Recent research has expounded the benefits 
of foundpaces as being especially vital to the urban 
interventionist because they lack rules imposed 
by built form (Cupers and Miessen 2002; Stevens 
2007). Although the activities that take place in 
these spaces may not differ significantly from those 
of any other public space, the space itself offers 
an element of discovery and serendipity. Hiding 
places and evidence of former occupation provide 
landscapes that especially appeal to creative thrill 
seekers, or people simply wanting to experience 
another aspect of the urban condition. 

Abandoned buildings, empty, windswept, and bar-
ren spaces are not necessarily a positive addition to 
the city, and one must be careful not to romanticize 
their apparent barrenness when their presence often 
signifies economic, social and environmental issues. 
Re-integrating foundspaces into a purposeful loca-
tion through the act of play can help trigger a shift in 
the role of these places from a negative to a positive 
one. Play is powerful as a concept in planning 
and urban design because of its ability to act as an 
assigned use to spaces that are fallow and are tradi-
tionally seen as useless. The value of empty spaces 
could remain while being identified as a functional 
playspace. Play satisfies the need in current planning 
practices to assign uses to sites, without actually 
forcing specific uses or city resources onto the often 
interesting peculiarities of the site itself.



28 29

DESIGNING FOR PLAY

PART II :  
DESIGNING FOR URBAN PLAY

As a design challenge, urban play is a complex 
goal. The definition of urban play presented here 
encompasses any interaction between people in a 
public setting, and any interaction between people 
and their environment/surroundings. There is no 
universal description of urban play, as it exists in 
the form of a multiplicity of responses to the many 
situations presented by the city. Consequently, the 
playspaces that support urban intervention are of a 
variety that is inconceivable under a traditional  
approach to urban design, which emphasizes a kind 
of design formula that can be repeated indefinitely. 
As the examples provided demonstrate, a large por-
tion of urban play activities can and are conducted 
independently, with or without design fixtures or 
props of any kind. Urban design can play a criti-
cal role in initiating and encouraging, rather than 
discouraging urban play. A desire to move beyond 
traditional interpretations towards a public space 
that is inclusive needs to both accommodate and 
encourage new forms of urban play. What is being 
called for with this report is a return to an expressive 
kind of urbanism built from the ground-up. This is 
not an easy task, and requires a major shift in what 
has become normative urban design thinking. There 
is historical evidence however of a more organic ap-
proach to architecture and urbanism and potential 
for this paradigm shift. 

Loosening Space for Play

Acknowledgement of the importance of play and 
informal social actions in the city is the first step for 
planning to encourage temporary use of urban sites 
and understanding seemingly purely social actions 
and urban interaction as something of value and that 
should be encouraged. 
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Amidst the current long-term planning and 
development timelines, temporary use solutions 
can help satisfy short and medium-term cycles of 
use. Some of these short or medium term pioneering 
activities, such as the installation of a temporary 
bar or restaurant, might require particular permits 
and agreements. Negotiating single-handedly with 
profit-oriented property owners can be complicated. 
The state, or city, therefore needs to understand 
the value and interest of temporary use, and help 
facilitate this process. The resultant activities can 
stimulate growth in a neighbourhood through the 
principle of attraction and in turn stimulate longer-
term investment in a neighbourhood.5

There is also potential for play to have a role in the 
larger scale of city growth. In an age of city-branding 
where cities are bent on maintaining and develop-
ing their “creative class” 6 in order to distinguish 
themselves in the global economy, encouraging a 
visualization of the individual character of a city is 
crucial. Urban play is a visualization of the creative 
energy of a city and reflects its particular and unique 
cultural values in a way that is emergent and surpris-
ing. Who better to be given the task of visualizing 
the unique character of the creative city than the 
unique individuals of the city itself.

There are two fundamentally different approaches 
to temporary use. One is motivated by a direct 
economic calculation that has the goal of improving 
a property or area of a city; the other is motivated by 
less clear objectives and seeks instead to be a site for 
a process of trial and error of a variety of programs 
that have the potential to affect the neighbourhood 
in a social or cultural way. In both cases, the use is 
acting as a catalyst for improvement. The economic 
approach, being more quantifiable, might be more 
easily integrated into existing planning frameworks. 
The second approach could however act as a greater 
and more meaningful catalyst for change to the basic 
values of city-building in the future.

6 Richard Florida’s definition 
of a creative class is a group 
of people that contribute to 
the creative economy and 
innovation in cities. Florida 
believes this population 
is the key driving force for 
economic development of 
post-industrial cities in 
North America. See Richard 
Florida.“The rise of the 
creative class: and how it’s 
transforming work, leisure, 
community and everyday life” 
New York, NY: Basic Books, 
2002.

5  For more specific examples 
of how short and temporary 
uses can stimulate 
neighbourhood development 
see Overmayer (2007) and 
Temporary Urban Spaces: 
Haydn, F. and R. Temel (2006). 
Temporary Urban Spaces: 
Concepts for the Use of City 
Spaces Birkhäuser Basel.
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In the US, ‘temporary use’ is found in many plan-
ning and building ordinances, and it is the collective 
term for uses of brief duration that are listed on 
assessment roles, ranging from Christmas-tree 
markets, to the model homes and construction or 
sales offices of developers (Haydn and Temel 2006). 
These kinds of listings can act as starting points for 
a more extensive range of tolerated activities. An 
emphasis on openness towards temporary leases 
as pilot projects and testing grounds for alternative 
uses of spaces is necessary. There must also be an 
acknowledgement that as testing grounds, not all ex-
periments of temporary use are going to be economi-
cally successful. The temporary users themselves 
are exploring potential niches and gaps in current 
city programming. By enabling groups to determine 
needs and markets, and hence develop programs for 
the city, embeds in the projects an invested organiz-
ing body in the project and a commitment to their 
success, but not a guarantee of this success.

Temporary use, if seen as a motor for development, 
demands new operative models for cities. If in the 
future the management of open, underused spaces, 
and their subsequent turnover to invested and 
interested parties will require a new approach to the 
planning and licensing procedures already in place. 
Education, advertising, and community outreach, 
as well as assessment, monitoring and development 
will have to be implemented. A thorough evaluation 
of the economic, social and environmental benefits 
of the current temporary use of urban spaces needs 
to be undertaken on a city by city basis as incentive 
to implementation. 

Designed vs. Evolved Spaces

Bernard Rudofsky (Architecture Without Architects) 
and Christopher Alexander (A Timeless Way of 
Building, A Pattern Language) suggest that we are 
better off ‘growing’ good places rather than trying 
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Ensuring that a space is loose enough for play is very 
important to a process of inviting urban interaction. 
Because of the spatial and programmatic variety 
involved, policies directed at loosening space are 
relatively difficult and complex to identify and 
implement. While some spaces are by definition 
looser than others, it is peoples actions which make 
a space loose, with or without supportive policies or 
physical features that support those actions (Franck 
and Stevens 2007). The activities that make a space 
loose might be impromptu or planned in advance; 
they might occur only once or might reoccur. They 
could be unfamiliar or completely familiar; they 
might be disruptive or unruly. But they are always 
temporary, even if lasting minutes, months or years 
(Franck and Stevens 2007).

Research into the role of planning and specific 
policies related to encouraging temporary entrepre-
neurial activities has been undertaken in the context 
of a cross-section of European cities, but research on 
how these principles can apply directly to planning 
practices in North America has been less developed .7 

Most urban play starts and unfolds beyond the 
reaches of traditional planning until it requires 
licensing or permissions. It is at this point that plan-
ning subjects it to standardized criteria that may or 
may not accommodate or even consider the new uses 
developed for the site. Because temporary use and 
urban play are test-beds for new urban conditions, 
planning regulations need to be flexible and able to 
evaluate the individual cases presented.

There is a general consensus that single land-use 
zoning discourages the continuous use of open 
public space, and that policies that impose restric-
tions on vending and social activities are especially 
deterrent to potential play. The long-term outlook 
and profit-oriented evaluation of most planning 
regulations is a hindrance to urban play, or at least of 
no help in its encouragement. 

7  see Overmeyer, K. (2007). 
Urban Pioneers, Jovis. for 
for specific examples in 
Amsterdam and Berlin, and 
Haydn, F. and R. Temel (2006). 
Temporary Urban Spaces: 
Concepts for the Use of City 
Spaces Birkhäuser Basel.  for 
examples in Europe and some 
in North America.
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extremely rigid system of possible strategies and 
designs. Beyond this, when designing something 
today we are forced to make a plan “so detailed that 
is can protect you in a court of law if something goes 
wrong with a particular line of bolts.” (Alexander, 
2004) We should all be instead working together to 
make spaces that are open to adaptation, rather than 
ones that are costly to change once they are found to 
be defective.

Designing Affordances 

There are two main objectives to consider when 
designing for urban play: interaction and adaptability. 
The first step is to invite people into a site, and en-
courage their adaptation and interaction once there. 
If one can encourage people to stay for a temporary, 
though not fleeting, period of time in a site, it signifi-
cantly increases the opportunities for encounter and 
engagement with both the site and other people.  
 
Designing affordances means imagining potential, 
but also being open to some unpredictability. The 
idea of accommodating unpredictability might at first 
seem to undermine the entire regulatory framework 
of planning and urban design. It could instead be 
seen as a sincere acknowledgement of the difficulties 
and disadvantages of attempting to solve problems 
through design alone. 

Henry Shaftoe outlines the complexity of this 
layered system: “Given the complexity and adaptability of 
the human species it would be far too simplistic to say that 
the way we design the urban realm has a direct influence 
on how everyone will behave in it, apart from such things 
as impregnable physical barriers. It seems more likely 
that design and physical layout will have a softer type 
of influence that will interact with other factors such as 
location, management, ‘animation’ and culture.  Layered 
on top of all this complex series of interactions is the whole 
political frame of social aspiration, i.e. what kind of society 
do we want? To complicate matters still further, we may 
say we want one thing (say ‘an urban renaissance’) yet our 
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to design and build them. We have a lot to learn 
from plants and natural environments that grow 
and adapt to local circumstances. Many theories 
and principles of urban design assume that it is a 
mechanistic, fixed discipline that through analysis 
of systemic components such as land use, circulation 
topography etc. can develop a singular solution 
or masterplan. All too often this kind of analysis 
results in a design that is imagined, built and then 
forgotten. Even if an architect or planner is to return 
to their design, rarely is there any time, energy or 
funding left to make the necessary changes made 
evident by use. There is an alternative approach 
to this top-down decision making, but it is much 
messier, requires longer term and more adaptive 
thinking.

Rudofsky was one of the first to challenge the notion 
that a good built environment requires specialists, 
and Stewart Brand in his book How Buildings Learn 
(Brand 1995) similarly criticizes the production 
of buildings and spaces that are fixed and rigid as 
lacking the ability to learn and grow. Hillier and 
Hanson speak of how “it is extraordinary that 
unplanned growth should produce a better global 
order than planned redevelopment, but it seems 
undeniable”(Hillier 1984). The idea behind a concept 
of organic growth is one of timed implementation 
and designing for adaptability from the very begin-
ning. An evolved space learns from a highly active, 
democratic, participatory, feedback loop provided by 
individual users mediating their complex relation-
ship with the larger organism of the city. 

If an incremental approach has been proven to lead 
to a more people-friendly environment, why do we 
not do more of it? Our market structures and profes-
sional division of the field of city-building has all 
but eliminated the end user from the equation. We 
have gotten ourselves into a situation where legisla-
tion, planning and building codes have created an 
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literature exist on the behavioural aspects of public 
space, and this report does not in any way refute the 
discoveries and fascinating work around the formal 
aspects of designing better public spaces. It does call 
however for an acknowledgement of the need for a 
greater variety of spaces to be considered for an even 
greater variety of users.

If play is interaction with the environment, a key 
of objective of urban design is to create spaces that 
invite occupation. The act of play is dependent on 
the weather, time of day, and the ingenuity of the 
user. If one can help people to deal with the weather, 
one might encourage an relatively ingenious user 
to use a space for a longer duration. This encourage-
ment of occupation, made possible by something as 
simple as an awning or wind barrier, can act as a first 
step in the instigation of interaction, by enabling use 
of a site. If one can encourage people not just to be in 
a space, but to stay there for a period of time, there is 
a much better chance of adopting that space, and the 
emergence of creative responses to it. In this context 
urban design should be working much more to make 
people feel comfortable, and to provide incentives 
and reasons for occupation.

Atelier SYN in Montreal has conducted a variety 
of experiments using furniture to instigate and 
prolong occupation of underused urban sites. Their 
projects have proven that a single gesture, usually 
a piece of furniture, can almost instantly activate a 
place, if only temporarily. Their solutions are always 
simple, inexpensive, and low-tech, but effective. 
Their interventions aim to tackle a specific use, but 
often result in a myriad of unexpected encounters as 
the space becomes populated.9 Furniture becomes a 
tool for taming the interstitial without denying its 
peculiarities. 
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desire for other things (such as ‘security’ and ‘control’) may 
actually lead to practices that achieve the latter and deny 
us the former.”  

Caroline Holland who studies urban public spaces in 
Aylesbury, England has concluded that the vitality 
of the urban scene requires some degree of human 
unpredictability. In fact it is often the offer of chaos, 
chance or coincidence that makes many want to 
celebrate the potential of public space. The examples 
she provides are all urban play: children who play 
with flooring materials and puddles in playgrounds 
(rather than the swings and climbing frames) stunt 
bikers who make use of walls and different levels in 
plazas or language exchange students who colonize 
a particular city centre space as a meeting place 
(Holland 2007).

Children often seize play opportunities in 
environments that are not designated as such. In 
the risk-averse culture that we live in, one way 
design for this kind of play is to design things that 
are not designated as being for play, but embrace 
the potential of playing. A fountain, satisfying an 
accepted norm of traditional civic spaces, could in 
fact be a object of play and contain within in the 
affordances8 for a range of uses.

When they have the choice, children are also more 
inclined to play with natural elements, such as 
water, sand and wood (Shaftoe 2008). With respect 
to an interest in natural materials, landscape plans 
can include edible and places to conduct a variety of 
activities without explicitly announcing these alter-
native uses. What is helpful however is if the plan 
has some signals that indicate the potential uses of 
such spaces once built and taking shape.

Although play does find strong roots in derelict or 
seemingly empty spaces, the sense of freedom and 
chance encounters that encourage play can also be 
encouraged through specific design measures and 
careful space orientation. Extensive studies and 

8  for discussion of affordances 
see Rapoport, A. (1977). 
Human aspects of urban 
form: towards a man-
environment approach to 
urban form and design. 
Oxford & New York, Pergamon 
Press. 

9 See Atelier SYN: http://www.
amarrages.com/ for further 
examples and writings.
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PART III: TEST PROJECT 

The project component of this report is an experi-
ment in program development and idea generation 
using the concept of urban play. 2 4 surveys were 
conducted with a variety of urban dwellers, ranging 
in age from 14 to 61 years, and living in Canada, the 
United States, the Netherlands, Germany and Spain. 
The intention of the survey was to assess possible 
desires of use for a “free-for-all-free-form-public 
space”. This was the only description of the space 
provided, and respondents were asked to provide 12 
desired uses for this space. 

These responses were first sorted into lists (p.39-40) 
The activities (COLUMN B), were then distilled into 
categories of action (COLUMN A) and physical prop 
(COLUMN C) and spatial requirements (COLUMN D), 
if any, were determined for each of these uses (p.41-
42). The props are meant to be examples of physical 
interventions that could help instigate or facilitate 
these activities. These potential props form a kind of 
idea kit that it is hoped will provide some inspiration 
for the future of integrating urban play in the design 
of public space. 

Two main categories of analysis emerged from the 
responses, presented here as “Part 1: Concepts” and 
“Part 2: Elements.” The concepts provided are key 
overarching considerations, while the elements are 
more specific formal ideas. The resulting idea kit is 
meant to stimulate consideration of urban play in 
the process of urban design. This list is by no means 
exhaustive and is not meant to act as a normative 
language for urban design, but is a direct response to 
an process of program development and to the set of 
activities desired. These examples are but a sampling 
of small scale and indirect means of encouraging 
intervention, in each case not representing a final 
design, but a possible instigator for further action. 

activitiescategories of action

RELAXATION

OBSERVATION/
COMMUNICATION

ARTS/CREATIVE

SKILLS/BUILDING

SPORT

FOOD

ECONOMY

SITTING/STANDING STILL

LOOKING

LOOKING AT FORMS

LOOKING AT COLOURS

LOOKING AT RELATIONSHIPS

LISTENING TO SOUNDS

LOOKING & LISTENING WITH OTHERS

WALKING AROUND 

LOOKING WHILE WALKING 

CLOSING ONES EYES

OPENING THEM

ILLUSIONS

FOREST OF LIGHT

GROTTOES

KALEIDESCOPES

CAMERA LUCIDA

REALLY TRULY SEEING

OBSERVATION DECKS

STAR GAZING

MUTUAL ADMIRATION

PHOTOGRAPHY

PEOPLE WATCHING

TALKING TO STRANGERS 

DRINKING

BEER? (WOULD THAT BE ALLOWED?)

RELAXED ALCOHOL COMSUMPTION ZONE

READING

BEING ALONE

 RESTING

NAPPING

WALK WITHOUT MY SHOES

FETES

LIBRARY 

SUNNING ONESELF

HIGH TECH AND CLEAN WASHROOM 
FACILITIES

BENCH SITTING

SITTING SPOTS.

CONCERTS

BAND SPACE

DRAMA

OPERATICS

“DO YOU MIND?” (SEX)

STAGE AND SPECTATORS ARENA

SON ET LUMIERE

VOICE PATTERNS

BOCCE/FRISBEE (AND OTHER THINGS THAT 

DON’T REQUIRE ORGANIZED TEAMS)

JUMPING ROPE

COUNTRY DANCING

BREAK DANCING

LINE DANCING

DANCING

BADMINTON PLAYING

SANDBOX PLAYING

CARTWHEELING

SWIMMING IN A RIVER OR LAKE.

PLAYING WITH DOGS

PLAYING RED-ROVER

HIDING-AND-SEEKING

STRETCHING/YOGA INSTRUCTIONS

HOP SCOTCH-STYLE THINGS THAT MAKE 
YOU SMILE

PLAY GROUND THAT ADULTS CAN USE TOO

BIKE POLO

OBSTACLE COURSE

TANGO

RIDE MY BIKE, AND NOT WORRY ABOUT 
THEFT

SKI PRACTICE

BOWLING

ARCHERY

SWIMMING

ZIP LINE

RUNNING

FENCING

SENSITIVE SPEEDWAY

GO-KARTING

ROCK PINNACLES

CLIMBING

EXERCISE BARS

TRAMPOLINE

WATER WALKING

TAI CHI

SLEIGH RIDES

DOG SLEDDING

TRAPEZE

SKIPPING ROPE

PICNICKING

OUTDOOR BAR/CAFE

EATING

COOKING

HEALTHY CHEAP FOOD

MARKET AREA, TRADE/BARTER

potential props further considerations

FURNITURE movable/adaptable/integrated/  
 versatile/flexible

WEATHER PROTECTION rain/sun/and especially wind

HORIZONTAL SURFACES variety of materials/effects 

VERTICAL SURFACES affixable/climbable

COMBINED SURFACES adaptable/challenging

DISPLAY SPACE hanging/leaning/selling

MIRRORS raise awareness/multiply actors/  
  interiorize space/good for dance  
 practice

FOOD cheap/nutritious/attractor and   
 staying factor 

MARKINGS delimiting/inspiring/activating

PLANTINGS shade-giving/protecting/adorning/ 
 food-producing

WATER moving/still/drinkable/touchable

IDEAS recipe cards/listings/paper

PROGRAMMATION mostly ideas/some supervision

SIGHTS variety/colour/shapes/sizes

SOUNDS variety/melodic/dissonant/  
 broadcast/shared

PATHS meandering/straight/narrow   
 enough for collisions/wide enough  
 for hand holding 

CHANGE IN HEIGHTS platforms/hills/steps/ladders/  
 slides 

PERSPECTIVE SHIFT heights/holes/chambers/openings

WORKSHOP tools/drainage/people/power 

MEETING POINTS landmarks/gathering places

OPEN SPACE  unobstructed/large enough to  
 gather in/small enough to see  
 across

VARIETY OF SPACES shapes/sizes

HIDING PLACES shelter/shading/being alone 

POWER  plugs/pay per use>

STRUCTURE staging area

FREE WI-FI

BARTERING 

MAKE A FLAG AND HANG IT IN A TREE

TAGGING (AS IN PLAYING TAG, NOT SPRAY 
PAINT)

FINGER PAINTING

ART ZONE, UNREGULATED AND UNCURATED

BOATBUILDING

SKILLS WORKSHOP

BIKE REPAIR/TUNEUPS

WOODWORKING

GRAFFITI 

FASHION 

SCULPTING

DRAMA

ART-MACHINE

ICE SCULPTURE

OUTDOORTHEATRE

TECHNOLOGICAL INTERACTION

LABYRINTHS

ART

EVENING RECITALS IN INCONSPICUOUS 
PLACES

CHILD SHARING

SCAVENGER HUNT

KITCHEN AND COOKING FACILITIES FOR AN 
OUTDOOR MEAL WITH MY FRIENDS

TRIVIA 

RESTORATION OF VINTAGE CARS

GARDENING

TOPIARY

MUSICAL STEAM

CALLIGRAPHY CAVERN

FILM LECTURES

SCIENTIFIC EXPERIMENTS 

PAINTING

MUSIC

IMPROVISATION

CLOWNING

LABORATORIES

DANCE FLOORS

ATELIERS

GENIUS CHAT

RECORDING SESSIONS

TAGGING (AS IN SPRAY PAINT)

SUGGESTIONS OR INSTRUCTIONS FOR 
SPONTANEOUS ACTIVITIES

INSIDE ACTIVITIES CONDUCTED OUTSIDE

activitiescategories of action

RELAXATION

OBSERVATION/
COMMUNICATION

ARTS/CREATIVE

SKILLS/BUILDING

SPORT

FOOD

ECONOMY

SITTING/STANDING STILL

LOOKING

LOOKING AT FORMS

LOOKING AT COLOURS

LOOKING AT RELATIONSHIPS

LISTENING TO SOUNDS

LOOKING & LISTENING WITH OTHERS

WALKING AROUND 

LOOKING WHILE WALKING 

CLOSING ONES EYES

OPENING THEM

ILLUSIONS

FOREST OF LIGHT

GROTTOES

KALEIDESCOPES

CAMERA LUCIDA

REALLY TRULY SEEING

OBSERVATION DECKS

STAR GAZING

MUTUAL ADMIRATION

PHOTOGRAPHY

PEOPLE WATCHING

TALKING TO STRANGERS 

DRINKING

BEER? (WOULD THAT BE ALLOWED?)

RELAXED ALCOHOL COMSUMPTION ZONE

READING

BEING ALONE

 RESTING

NAPPING

WALK WITHOUT MY SHOES

FETES

LIBRARY 

SUNNING ONESELF

HIGH TECH AND CLEAN WASHROOM 
FACILITIES

BENCH SITTING

SITTING SPOTS.

CONCERTS

BAND SPACE

DRAMA

OPERATICS

“DO YOU MIND?” (SEX)

STAGE AND SPECTATORS ARENA

SON ET LUMIERE

VOICE PATTERNS

BOCCE/FRISBEE (AND OTHER THINGS THAT 

DON’T REQUIRE ORGANIZED TEAMS)

JUMPING ROPE

COUNTRY DANCING

BREAK DANCING

LINE DANCING

DANCING

BADMINTON PLAYING

SANDBOX PLAYING

CARTWHEELING

SWIMMING IN A RIVER OR LAKE.

PLAYING WITH DOGS

PLAYING RED-ROVER

HIDING-AND-SEEKING

STRETCHING/YOGA INSTRUCTIONS

HOP SCOTCH-STYLE THINGS THAT MAKE 
YOU SMILE

PLAY GROUND THAT ADULTS CAN USE TOO

BIKE POLO

OBSTACLE COURSE

TANGO

RIDE MY BIKE, AND NOT WORRY ABOUT 
THEFT

SKI PRACTICE

BOWLING

ARCHERY

SWIMMING

ZIP LINE

RUNNING

FENCING

SENSITIVE SPEEDWAY

GO-KARTING

ROCK PINNACLES

CLIMBING

EXERCISE BARS

TRAMPOLINE

WATER WALKING

TAI CHI

SLEIGH RIDES

DOG SLEDDING

TRAPEZE

SKIPPING ROPE

PICNICKING

OUTDOOR BAR/CAFE

EATING

COOKING

HEALTHY CHEAP FOOD

MARKET AREA, TRADE/BARTER

potential props further considerations

FURNITURE movable/adaptable/integrated/  
 versatile/flexible

WEATHER PROTECTION rain/sun/and especially wind

HORIZONTAL SURFACES variety of materials/effects 

VERTICAL SURFACES affixable/climbable

COMBINED SURFACES adaptable/challenging

DISPLAY SPACE hanging/leaning/selling

MIRRORS raise awareness/multiply actors/  
  interiorize space/good for dance  
 practice

FOOD cheap/nutritious/attractor and   
 staying factor 

MARKINGS delimiting/inspiring/activating

PLANTINGS shade-giving/protecting/adorning/ 
 food-producing

WATER moving/still/drinkable/touchable

IDEAS recipe cards/listings/paper

PROGRAMMATION mostly ideas/some supervision

SIGHTS variety/colour/shapes/sizes

SOUNDS variety/melodic/dissonant/  
 broadcast/shared

PATHS meandering/straight/narrow   
 enough for collisions/wide enough  
 for hand holding 

CHANGE IN HEIGHTS platforms/hills/steps/ladders/  
 slides 

PERSPECTIVE SHIFT heights/holes/chambers/openings

WORKSHOP tools/drainage/people/power 

MEETING POINTS landmarks/gathering places

OPEN SPACE  unobstructed/large enough to  
 gather in/small enough to see  
 across

VARIETY OF SPACES shapes/sizes

HIDING PLACES shelter/shading/being alone 

POWER  plugs/pay per use>

STRUCTURE staging area

FREE WI-FI

BARTERING 

MAKE A FLAG AND HANG IT IN A TREE

TAGGING (AS IN PLAYING TAG, NOT SPRAY 
PAINT)

FINGER PAINTING

ART ZONE, UNREGULATED AND UNCURATED

BOATBUILDING

SKILLS WORKSHOP

BIKE REPAIR/TUNEUPS

WOODWORKING

GRAFFITI 

FASHION 

SCULPTING

DRAMA

ART-MACHINE

ICE SCULPTURE

OUTDOORTHEATRE

TECHNOLOGICAL INTERACTION

LABYRINTHS

ART

EVENING RECITALS IN INCONSPICUOUS 
PLACES

CHILD SHARING

SCAVENGER HUNT

KITCHEN AND COOKING FACILITIES FOR AN 
OUTDOOR MEAL WITH MY FRIENDS

TRIVIA 

RESTORATION OF VINTAGE CARS

GARDENING

TOPIARY

MUSICAL STEAM

CALLIGRAPHY CAVERN

FILM LECTURES

SCIENTIFIC EXPERIMENTS 

PAINTING

MUSIC

IMPROVISATION

CLOWNING

LABORATORIES

DANCE FLOORS

ATELIERS

GENIUS CHAT

RECORDING SESSIONS

TAGGING (AS IN SPRAY PAINT)

SUGGESTIONS OR INSTRUCTIONS FOR 
SPONTANEOUS ACTIVITIES

INSIDE ACTIVITIES CONDUCTED OUTSIDE



CLEAN WASHROOM 
FACILITIES

    OUTDOOR BAR/CAFE

    RELAXED ALCOHOL 
COMSUMPTION ZONE

    MARKET AREA, 
TRADE/BARTER

    ART ZONE, 
UNREGULATED AND 

UNCURATED

    FREE WI-FI

    PEOPLE WATCHING

    WALK WITHOUT MY 
SHOES

   RIDE MY BIKE, AND 
NOT WORRY ABOUT 

THEFT

   KITCHEN AND 
COOKING FACILITIES 

FOR AN OUTDOOR 
MEAL WITH MY 

FRIENDS

   SWIMMING IN A 
RIVER OR LAKE.

BOATBUILDING

SKILLS WORKSHOP

BIKE REPAIR/
TUNEUPS

ZIP LINE

WOODWORKING

DANCING

GRAFFITI 

BARTERING 

COOKING

NAPPING

GARDENING

FASHION 

SCULPTING

DRAMA

RUNNING

FENCING

SENSITIVE SPEEDWAY

ART-MACHINE

TOPIARY

ILLUSIONS

FOREST OF LIGHT

GROTTOES

KALEIDESCOPES

CAMERA LUCIDA

SLEIGH RIDES

DOG SLEDDING

MUSICAL STEAM

ROCK PINNACLES

CLIMBING

CALLIGRAPHY 
CAVERN

FILM LECTURES

SCIENTIFIC 
EXPERIMENTS 

PAINTING

SCULPTURE

MUSIC

IMPROVISATION

OBSERVATION DECKS

STAR GAZING

CLOWNING

CONCERTS

LABORATORIES

DANCE FLOORS

ATELIERS

GENIUS CHAT

RECORDING SESSIONS

TAGGING (AS IN SPRAY 
PAINT)

BIKE POLO

OBSTACLE COURSE

TANGO

ICE SCULPTURE

TRAPEZE

BENCH SITTING

WATER WALKING

TAI CHI

ZIP LINE

INSIDE ACTIVITIES 
CONDUCTED OUTSIDE

READING

BEING ALONE

SITTING/STANDING 
STILL

LOOKING

LOOKING AT FORMS

LOOKING AT COLOURS

LOOKING AT 
RELATIONSHIPS

LISTENING TO 
SOUNDS

LOOKING & 
LISTENING WITH 

OTHERS

WALKING AROUND 

LOOKING WHILE 
WALKING 

CLOSING ONES EYES

OPENING THEM

REALLY TRULY 
SEEING

TALKING TO 
STRANGERS 

BOCCE/FRISBEE 
(AND OTHER THINGS 
THAT DON’T REQUIRE 
ORGANIZED TEAMS)

BEER? (WOULD THAT 
BE ALLOWED?)

BAND SPACE

STRETCHING/YOGA 
INSTRUCTIONS IN A 
LITTLE NOOK WITH 

SOFT GROUNDCOVER 
(NOT GRASS THAT 
COULD BE MUDDY)

CHILD SHARING

PLAY GROUND THAT 
ADULTS CAN USE TOO

SUGGESTIONS OR 
INSTRUCTIONS FOR 

SPONTANEOUS 
ACTIVITIES (IE. 

“CREATE A FLAG AND 
HANG IT IN A TREE”)

LIBRARY 

HOP SCOTCH-STYLE 
THINGS THAT MAKE 

YOU SMILE

SCAVENGER HUNT

TRIVIA 

PICNICKING

JUMPING ROPE

BREAK DANCING

LINE DANCING

BADMINTON PLAYING

SANDBOX PLAYING

CARTWHEELING

SUNNING ONESELF

PLAYING WITH DOGS

PLAYING RED-ROVER

HIDING-AND-
SEEKING

TAGGING (AS IN 
PLAYING TAG, NOT 

SPRAY PAINT)

EATING

SKI PRACTICE

 DRINKING

 BOWLING

 GO-KARTING

 DANCING

 CONCERTS

 RESTING

 COUNTRY DANCING

 DRAMA

 OPERATICS

 ARCHERY

 SON ET LUMIERE

 SWIMMING

 PHOTOGRAPHY

 RESTORATION OF 
VINTAGE CARS

VOICE PATTERNS

 FINGER PAINTING

 MUTUAL 
ADMIRATION

“DO YOU MIND?” 
(SEX)

STAGE AND  
SPECTATORS ARENA

    HIGH TECH AND 



activitiescategories of action

RELAXATION

OBSERVATION/
COMMUNICATION

ARTS/CREATIVE

SKILLS/BUILDING

SPORT

FOOD

ECONOMY

SITTING/STANDING STILL

LOOKING

LOOKING AT FORMS

LOOKING AT COLOURS

LOOKING AT RELATIONSHIPS

LISTENING TO SOUNDS

LOOKING & LISTENING WITH OTHERS

WALKING AROUND 

LOOKING WHILE WALKING 

CLOSING ONES EYES

OPENING THEM

ILLUSIONS

FOREST OF LIGHT

GROTTOES

KALEIDESCOPES

CAMERA LUCIDA

REALLY TRULY SEEING

OBSERVATION DECKS

STAR GAZING

MUTUAL ADMIRATION

PHOTOGRAPHY

PEOPLE WATCHING

TALKING TO STRANGERS 

DRINKING

BEER? (WOULD THAT BE ALLOWED?)

RELAXED ALCOHOL COMSUMPTION ZONE

READING

BEING ALONE

 RESTING

NAPPING

WALK WITHOUT MY SHOES

FETES

LIBRARY 

SUNNING ONESELF

HIGH TECH AND CLEAN WASHROOM 
FACILITIES

BENCH SITTING

SITTING SPOTS.

CONCERTS

BAND SPACE

DRAMA

OPERATICS

“DO YOU MIND?” (SEX)

STAGE AND SPECTATORS ARENA

SON ET LUMIERE

VOICE PATTERNS

BOCCE/FRISBEE (AND OTHER THINGS THAT 

DON’T REQUIRE ORGANIZED TEAMS)

JUMPING ROPE

COUNTRY DANCING

BREAK DANCING

LINE DANCING

DANCING

BADMINTON PLAYING

SANDBOX PLAYING

CARTWHEELING

SWIMMING IN A RIVER OR LAKE.

PLAYING WITH DOGS

PLAYING RED-ROVER

HIDING-AND-SEEKING

STRETCHING/YOGA INSTRUCTIONS

HOP SCOTCH-STYLE THINGS THAT MAKE 
YOU SMILE

PLAY GROUND THAT ADULTS CAN USE TOO

BIKE POLO

OBSTACLE COURSE

TANGO

RIDE MY BIKE, AND NOT WORRY ABOUT 
THEFT

SKI PRACTICE

BOWLING

ARCHERY

SWIMMING

ZIP LINE

RUNNING

FENCING

SENSITIVE SPEEDWAY

GO-KARTING

ROCK PINNACLES

CLIMBING

EXERCISE BARS

TRAMPOLINE

WATER WALKING

TAI CHI

SLEIGH RIDES

DOG SLEDDING

TRAPEZE

SKIPPING ROPE

PICNICKING

OUTDOOR BAR/CAFE

EATING

COOKING

HEALTHY CHEAP FOOD

MARKET AREA, TRADE/BARTER

potential props further considerations

FURNITURE movable/adaptable/integrated/  
 versatile/flexible

WEATHER PROTECTION rain/sun/and especially wind

HORIZONTAL SURFACES variety of materials/effects 

VERTICAL SURFACES affixable/climbable

COMBINED SURFACES adaptable/challenging

DISPLAY SPACE hanging/leaning/selling

MIRRORS raise awareness/multiply actors/  
  interiorize space/good for dance  
 practice

FOOD cheap/nutritious/attractor and   
 staying factor 

MARKINGS delimiting/inspiring/activating

PLANTINGS shade-giving/protecting/adorning/ 
 food-producing

WATER moving/still/drinkable/touchable

IDEAS recipe cards/listings/paper

PROGRAMMATION mostly ideas/some supervision

SIGHTS variety/colour/shapes/sizes

SOUNDS variety/melodic/dissonant/  
 broadcast/shared

PATHS meandering/straight/narrow   
 enough for collisions/wide enough  
 for hand holding 

CHANGE IN HEIGHTS platforms/hills/steps/ladders/  
 slides 

PERSPECTIVE SHIFT heights/holes/chambers/openings

WORKSHOP tools/drainage/people/power 

MEETING POINTS landmarks/gathering places

OPEN SPACE  unobstructed/large enough to  
 gather in/small enough to see  
 across

VARIETY OF SPACES shapes/sizes

HIDING PLACES shelter/shading/being alone 

POWER  plugs/pay per use>

STRUCTURE staging area

FREE WI-FI

BARTERING 

MAKE A FLAG AND HANG IT IN A TREE

TAGGING (AS IN PLAYING TAG, NOT SPRAY 
PAINT)

FINGER PAINTING

ART ZONE, UNREGULATED AND UNCURATED

BOATBUILDING

SKILLS WORKSHOP

BIKE REPAIR/TUNEUPS

WOODWORKING

GRAFFITI 

FASHION 

SCULPTING

DRAMA

ART-MACHINE

ICE SCULPTURE

OUTDOORTHEATRE

TECHNOLOGICAL INTERACTION

LABYRINTHS

ART

EVENING RECITALS IN INCONSPICUOUS 
PLACES

CHILD SHARING

SCAVENGER HUNT

KITCHEN AND COOKING FACILITIES FOR AN 
OUTDOOR MEAL WITH MY FRIENDS

TRIVIA 

RESTORATION OF VINTAGE CARS

GARDENING

TOPIARY

MUSICAL STEAM

CALLIGRAPHY CAVERN

FILM LECTURES

SCIENTIFIC EXPERIMENTS 

PAINTING

MUSIC

IMPROVISATION

CLOWNING

LABORATORIES

DANCE FLOORS

ATELIERS

GENIUS CHAT

RECORDING SESSIONS

TAGGING (AS IN SPRAY PAINT)

SUGGESTIONS OR INSTRUCTIONS FOR 
SPONTANEOUS ACTIVITIES

INSIDE ACTIVITIES CONDUCTED OUTSIDE

A. B. C. D. 
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IDEA KIT PART 1: CONCEPTS

CUES
signalling/inviting/marking/indicating/
No matter how much imagination and effort 
is invested in design and play equipment, 
playspaces are primarily meeting grounds. 
Design can signify and invite users to the 
site. It is important to imagine the site as a 
destination, as much as a passing experience.
Each illustrated prop can be seen as an 
invitation for use, providing a signal of 
potential occupation as much as a function.

SIGHTS 
variety/colour/shapes/sizes
The #1 activity of busy public places is people 
looking at other people. Sights are attractors, 
and can be objects, artworks, people or 
activities. Sights need to be seen however, 
and there are some limits to the visibility 
distances between observer and object. 
Spaces that accommodate a wide range of 
view are usually no larger than 25m. 

SOUNDS  
melodic/dissonant/broadcast
Sounds play an important role in the 
development of places to play and places to 
say. Ambient sound levels need to be close 
to 45-50dbs to allow for all of the sounds of 
a complete social situation. At levels higher 
than 60dbs social contact is hard to maintain. 
Water, or other sounds can drown the traffic 
with white noise however, helping focus 
attention on the local environment.



IDEA KIT PART 2: ELEMENTS

FURNITURE 
movable/adaptable/integrated/
soft/hard/versatile/flexible/sittable 
landscapes/
Furniture can be thrilling or standard; 
allowing users to adapt by moving the location 
and combining uses of furniture can greatly 
enhance its usability. Consider furniture tht 
allows for standing, sitting and lying down,  
placed in and around the edges of a space, 
where ones back is protected and one can 
view activities. Encourage interaction by 
positioning furniture objects in combination. 

SAFETY
from crime/from injury/accessibility

People need to feel safe in order to feel com-
fortable enough to engage in most forms of 
play. Access to the site needs to be relatively 
free from danger. As discussed previously, 
site placement can be a large determining 
factor in the sense of safety felt in a site. 
Sites that are within the sight of passersby 
and neigbours will encourage most uses 
more effectively than those that are hidden 
from view.

The degree of comfort in a space is of ut-
most importance. Comfort, a feeling that 
goes beyond the needs of safety, is critical 
if people are to feel free enough to engage 
with each other and the space around them 
in a personal way. Self-expression is a basic 
component of urban action, and all design 
that truly encourages urban play also provide 
opportunities and an ambiance that supports 
personal expression.



PATHS 
meandering/straight/hard/soft
Narrow enough for interesting collisions 
but wide enough for hand holding.  

MARKINGS 
delimiting/inspiring/activating
Minimum cost, maximum possibility.

SURFACES 
variety of materials/effects/concrete/
rubber/grass/affixable/climbable/
adaptable/challenging
Consider vertical surfaces that allow 
hanging and display; mirrors can multiply 
actors, interiorize space and are good for 
dance practice. Horizontal surface that are 
soft, hard, smooth and rough. Combined 
surfaces that create new challenges and 
new solutions. 

WEATHER PROTECTION 
from rain/sun/and especially wind
Walls, awnings, plantings as protection 
from bad weather, and providing access 
to good weather.



WATER 
moving/still/drinkable/
touchable
A shoot of water can create a 
miniature playzone in any space. 

IDEAS/PROGRAMMING 
recipe cards/listings/
Hints can be helpful for users that need 
inspiration. Discrete; rather than directive 
helps develop a sense of independence.

WORKSHOP/STAGING AREA
for theatre/music/yoga/workshops
Elevated or at grade, a stage turns  
a space for action into a space for 
performance, inviting an audience  
and transfer of knowledge.

POWER 
plugs/pay per use
Opens possibilities for visual and sound 
projections as well as recharging our 
increasingly electronic lives.

CHANGE IN HEIGHT/ 
PERSPECTIVE SHIFT 
platforms/hills/steps/ladders/slides/
holes/chambers/openings
A new angle of vision can provide  
new approach to a given situation.

  

 

PLANTINGS 
protecting/adorning/ 
food-producing
Consider maintenance and who 
will maintain, plants are a source 
of inspiration and education as 
well as weather protection.

FOOD 
cheap/nutritious/
Food is a driver of action, as well 
as attractor and contributor to 
the staying factor of a site. It 
also provides an instand topic 
of conversation and interaction 
between users.
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PART IV : DISCUSSION

Urban play offers a exciting addition to the existing 
debate and discourse surrounding public space. The 
performance of play is both an activator of space and 
a way to create space, however temporarily, in the 
city. Urban play address a multitude of publics and 
is enacted in spaces specific to those publics, both 
within and outside of the limitations of traditional 
public space. Urban play bridges gaps in age, differ-
ence of race and class, all while encouraging a sense 
of self and reinforcing the position of the individual 
within the larger community. 

The project component of this report is a simple 
illustration of how using urban play as a design con-
sideration can generate new approaches to activating 
underused sites in the city, and can help embed com-
munity involvement and acceptance in this process 
by allowing and enabling the community itself to 
take over at least part of the design and activation of 
these spaces. The intention of the examples provided 
through the idea kit is to provide a sense of the range 
of scales of intervention possible. Anything from 
providing a bucket of paint, to loosening kiosk and 
food vending restrictions in an area can encourage 
people to occupy and engage with a site. The next 
step with the idea kit is for it to be used to formulate 
a network plan of small “soft pockets” with possible 
implementation throughout the city. The concept of 
this network plan is to develop a series of intercon-
nected, but separate spaces that satisfy a variety 
of the needs provided. Each space deals with all 
four of the concepts presented here, but each space 
only makes use of a combination of at least one but 
no more than three of the elements provided. The 
result is the creation of a variety of spaces, that are 
each different, and offer choice to the user, further 
underlining a sense of ownership and independence 
for the actors involved.



52 53

DISCUSSION

a point of reflection from which change within the 
discipline might be made.

We need to conduct more detailed studies of how 
urban play is satisfying the need for public space in 
order to understand how to accommodate it from an 
architectural, planning and urban design context. 
This report and the observations within it reflect  a 
North American context where highly formalized 
structures of exist which preclude the subject at 
hand. More observation in other contexts and 
climates are needed to provide insight and opposing 
ideas. Further examination of the social benefits of 
play is still required to help better defend its impor-
tance to society.

This examination of urban play presents a vision of 
play in the city to which not just city-builders, but 
all of us can contribute. The potential of play to help 
create more livable and lively communities is clear, 
but the implementation and program remains open 
to the users of the communities themselves. It is 
hoped that some of the ideas presented here might 
find ground in the hands of either urban designers 
or individual citizens, and that the result might be a 
city that is closer to a representation of the identity 
of its citizens than we have ever seen before. 

DISCUSSION

The value of this project proposal might lie in the 
small scale, but the decisions and prerequisites for it 
must exist at the planning scale as well. This symbi-
otic relationship between user and planning profes-
sion could open new avenues for the integration of 
social planning into city redevelopment projects.

The role of the city and the profession of urban 
design in encouraging this kind of play is a delicate 
one, and the gradual installation of play props and 
objects on their own may or may not result in a ac-
tivation of a space. What needs to accompany these 
gestures is a re-interpretation of the profession of 
urban design as one that is embedded in the interests 
of the social as well as formal aspects of community 
building. As discussed in this report, adjustment 
of existing regulatory frameworks must also take 
place to include a more case-by-case evaluation of 
potential temporary uses of underused sites. These 
three scales of activation, planning, urban design, 
and the individual actor, are all necessary to ensure 
the success and continued development of urban 
play in the city. 

A shift of thinking is necessary to encourage people 
both to occupy and act in public space. Urban 
designers and citizens alike must almost completely 
reverse their attitude towards most forms of loiter-
ing and flânerie to see the benefits of this kind of 
passive engagement with the city and each other. By 
encouraging the occupation of underused spaces one 
can take a first step, however, towards normalizing 
the practice of acting in public.

Once the actions themselves become more 
commonplace there is an effect of catchup where 
policing, policy, planning and finally urban design 
need to react. The lack of actual feedback loops 
in contemporary planning practices should be of 
more concern. Experiments in urban play could be 
a starting point for initial feedback, and could form 
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