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Imagination Playground is a breakthrough playspace concept designed by U.S. 
architect David Rockwell to encourage child-directed, unstructured free play - the 
kind of play that experts say is critical to a child’s intellectual, social, physical and 
emotional development. Comprised of an assortment of loose parts, including foam 
blocks in uniquely designed shapes, Imagination Playground empowers children to 
constantly reconfigure the space around them and design their own course of play. 

The first site-specific Imagination Playground at Burling Slip opened in July 2010 
near South Street Seaport in lower Manhattan. Following the playground’s success, 
Rockwell Group developed Imagination Playground in a Box and Imagination 
Playground in a Cart, more portable, scalable versions of the playground. These 
modular, easy-to-install playgrounds provide creative play in almost any indoor or 
outdoor setting, transforming unused spaces into dynamic play environments.
Since 2010, over 800 playgrounds have enlivened public parks, schools, daycare 
facilities, and children’s museums across the globe.

With the hope of transforming lives of children around the world, Imagination 
Playground continues to explore new directions and initiatives that promote the 
benefits of free play, discovery, and learning. A recent initiative through UNICEF 
(P.L.A.Y.) is bringing Imagination Playground in a Box to children throughout Haiti 
and Bangladesh in spaces where opportunities for recreation are limited. In 
addition, Imagination Playground continues to develop materials and content for 
educators and parents about loose parts play; and designed the interactive 
exhibition on block play, PLAY WORK BUILD at the National Building Museum in 
Washington, D.C.  

Imagination Playground is helping to build a community — including parents, 
educators, caregivers, researchers, and leaders — united by a belief in the 
importance of creative free play to help our children grow up happy and 
healthy.

overview



imagination playground blocks
Imagination Playground Blocks are a set of large, foam parts that 
allow children to play at an environmental scale. The Classic Block 
Set consists of 15 uniquely designed shapes to encourage open-
ended free play and a wide variety of play patterns. The most recent 
Add-on Sets offer advanced geometric concepts through angles and 
curves, increasing the variety and complexity of play with the 
exisiting Classic Block Set.  

imagination playground in a cart
A kit of parts suitable for a variety of outdoor and indoor sites. It gives 
communities an easy-to-install, cost-effective means to offer their 
children opportunities for unstructured, free play. Includes a full set 
of Imagination Playground Blocks housed in a storage unit that easily 
moves through a standard door width for both indoor and outdoor use. 
This versatile set is an ideal solution for sites that do not need a 
secured container. A weather-resistant cover for the cart is sold 
separately.

imagination playground in a box
Includes Imagination Playground Blocks, secure and rugged 
container for more exposed environments, a starter kit of loose parts 
and a storage unit on wheels. Imagination Playground in a Box can be 
used on its own or as an addition to an existing playspace.

imagination playground installations
Imagination Playground Installations creates an entirely new indoor 
experience combining informal play, learning and interactivity. Fully 
customizable and designed for each organization and company's 
space and needs, the installations highlight play and informal 
learning through hands-on block play. The first exhibit, PLAY WORK 
BUILD, opened in November 2012 at the National Building Museum. 
This award winning exhibit supports the Museum's mission, 
transforms galleries, enhances its education programs, and 
highlights the Museum's collections.

overview, continued…

imagination playground is available to you in a variety of ways:



Imagination Playground Burling Slip, Photo Credit: Frank Oudeman Imagination Playground in a Cart, Photo Credit: Blandon Belushin

Imagination Playground Add-on Sets, Photo Credit: Tom Moore Let’s Move! & Michelle Obama, Image Courtesy of KaBOOM!

PLAY WORK BUILD at the National Building Museum
Photo Credit: Kevin Allen

UNICEF P.L.A.Y., Photo Credit: ©Marco Dormino



frequently asked questions

how is imagination playground different than other playgrounds? 
Traditional playgrounds consist primarily of fixed equipment, such as slides, monkey bars and 
teeter-totters, all of which focus on developing children’s gross motor skills. Imagination 
Playground, on the other hand, is an interactive, transformable environment that prompts children 
to manipulate their environment and create a playspace of their own with sand, water and loose 
parts. Imagination Playground addresses a broader spectrum of play needs through opportunities 
for fantasy play and socio-cooperative play, in addition to more traditional running, jumping and 
climbing. Kids need to be active on many levels, and they need to exercise their minds as well as 
their muscles. Research shows that children at the age of eight who have experienced varied and 
challenging play are considerably better prepared to benefit from ongoing formal education. 
Imagination Playground can be used by itself, or in conjunction with traditional playground 
equipment.

what are the different versions of imagination playground?
To learn more about our products – Imagination Playground in a Box, Imagination Playground in a 
Cart and Imagination Playground Blocks – please visit www.imaginationplayground.org/products.

where can i go to experience imagination playground?
The flagship Imagination Playground Park opened to the public in July 2010 at Burling Slip in the 
South Street Seaport area of New York City, a collaboration between Rockwell Group and the  
New York City Department of Parks and Recreation. The second-site specific Imagination Playground 
will open in Brooklyn's Betsy Head Park in 2015. There are also Imagination Playground sets  
popping up across the globe, from Chicago to London to Sao Paulo. To find the one nearest you, email 
contactus@imaginationplayground.com.

how much does an imagination playground cost?
The price of Imagination Playground ranges depending on what version you purchase. Please contact 
Imagination Playground at 1-866-816-8608 or contactus@imaginationplayground.com for more 
information on the different design and pricing options.

what are the imagination playground blocks made of?
Imagination Playground Blocks are made of a cross-linked polyethylene foam manufactured in the 
United States. The closed-cell foam is soft, lightweight, waterproof, and biodegradable. It is resistant 
to sun, heat, mold, mildew, corrosion, and micro-organisms. These highly-durable blocks can be 
transported to a landfill or returned to the manufacturer to be recycled when they are no longer 
wanted on the playground. 



frequently asked questions, continued…

are the imagination playground blocks safe?
Imagination Playground Blocks are non-toxic and resistant to germs, mold and mildew.  They are 
sturdy enough to withstand the elements and soft enough to for children to play with safely. The 
particular type of molecular linking used to bond the foam ensures that when exposed to an open  
fire the blue blocks will smolder, but not catch fire. All products meet American Society for Testing 
Materials (ASTM) and U.S. Consumer Products Safety Commission (CFSC) standards.

how can the imagination playground blocks be cleaned?
The blue blocks can be cleaned easily with a scrub brush, soap and water.

are the imagination playground blocks environmentally friendly?
Yes, incorporating breakthrough technologies, these highly durable parts are biodegradable and can 
be returned to the manufacturer for recycling.

can you clarify the role of a play associate? 
Play Associates are an integral part of the Imagination Playground concept and are responsible for 
the management and maintenance of the play space, as well as the facilitation of children’s play. Play 
Associates do not direct play or teach children how to use the objects or environment. They might 
sometimes quietly demonstrate a different use of materials but there is no educational agenda or 
schedule of recreation programs. What children do will be the result of their inherent curiosity and 
urge to play. Play Associates will enable children to play in ways that would not be possible without a 
trained staff to monitor the resources.  

how do you become a play associate?
For all Imagination Playground sets, Play Associate training is part of the purchase price. The 
training provides an overview of the Imagination Playground concept, the development of loose parts 
play, current research in child development, as well as some tips and tools to help Play Associates 
facilitate creative play on a daily basis. The training is offered online in a convenient on-demand 
format. Email contactus@imaginationplayground.com for more details. 

At Imagination Playground at Burling Slip, Play Associates are employees of the New York City 
Department of Parks and Recreation. The Parks Department has a summer program that deploys Play 
Associates to sites all around New York City, and they will use Imagination Playground at Burling Slip 
for training all year round. 



frequently asked questions, continued…

must all sites that obtain imagination playground have play associates?  
Imagination Playground products have been created as sets of parts intended to be used with a Play 
Associate. Imagination Playground has developed a curriculum that will train these workers to 
properly implement Imagination Playground products. We require all Play Associates to receive this 
training prior to taking charge of the Imagination Playground site.

how many children are suggested for each imagination playground set? 
We recommend that while adult-child ratios should be determined by policy at the site, at least one 
adult per twenty children, ages 5-12.  A lower adult-child ratio should be maintained when children 
are younger than five.

can I get the imagination playground blocks in different colors?
Imagination Playground Blocks only come in one color in order to facilitate more imaginative play, 
without any distraction or competition that might arise from having multi-colored toys.  

what role does KaBOOM! and rockwell group have in imagination playground?
Rockwell Group serves as the creative force behind the concept, while KaBOOM! is the exclusive 
not-for-profit North American distributor. 

how can I stay in touch with imagination playground?
The Imagination Playground community can be found at: 

                    ImaginationPlayground ImgPlayground 

ImgPlayground Community.imaginationplayground



rockwell group 
Rockwell Group is an award winning, cross-disciplinary 140-person 
architecture and design firm based in New York, with satellite offices 
in Madrid and Shanghai. Inspired by theater, technology and high-
end craft, the firm creates memorable environments for each project, 
including cultural, hospitality, retail, product, and set design. 
Projects include: The Walt Disney Family Museum; The Children's 
Hospital at Montefiore; PLAY WORK BUILD at National Building 
Museum; The Blue School; the future National Center for Civil and 
Human Rights; Culture Shed at Hudson Yards; W Hotels in New 
York, Paris, Vieques, and Singapore; Nobu restaurants worldwide, 
JetBlue Terminal 5 at JFK Airport; and set design for the 2009 and 
2010 Academy Awards and Broadway.   
Visit: www.rockwellgroup.com 

KaBOOM!
KaBOOM! is the national non-profit dedicated to giving kids the 
childhood they deserve by bringing play to those who need it 
most. Children today spend less time playing outdoors than any 
previous generation, a fact that is having disastrous consequences 
on their health, achievement levels, and overall well-being. Social 
entrepreneur Darell Hammond founded non-profit KaBOOM! in 
1996 with a vision of creating a great place to play within walking 
distance of every child in America because children need to play 
actively every day at home, in school and in their communities. An 
early advocate and partner in the launch of Imagination Playground, 
KaBOOM! is now the exclusive not-for-profit distributor of 
Imagination Playground throughout North America.  
Through KaBOOM! and local area Children’s Museums, Imagination 
Playground has also partnered to bring block play to Let’s Move! 
nationwide.  Visit: www.kaboom.org

new york city department of parks and recreation
The New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (NYCDPR) 
is New York City’s principal provider of recreational and athletic 
facilities and programs, operating more than 800 athletic fields and 
nearly 1,000 playgrounds.  NYCDPR partnered with Rockwell Group 
in realizing the site specific Imagination Playground at Burling Slip, 
and it continues support through programs that bring Imagination 
Playground in a Box to communities throughout the NYC region.  
Rockwell Group and NYCDPR recently unveiled the designs of the 
first permanent Imagination Playground play space in Brooklyn's 
Betsy Head Park. The second site-specific Imagination Playground 
is set to open in 2015. Visit: www.nyc.gov/parks

our family

2012 White House Easter Egg Roll
Image Courtesy of KaBOOM!

Imagination Playground Burling Slip 
Photo Credit: Frank Oudeman

David Rockwell at UK Launch of Imagination Playground
Photo Credit: Susan Smart



our family, continued…

national building museum, washington d.c.
National Building Museum and Imagination Playground partnered 
to open PLAY WORK BUILD in November 2012. The interactive 
exhibition combines the Museum’s Architectural Toy Collection 
with hands-on block play. On display through 2014, the family-
friendly exhibition invites visitors of all ages to nurture their 
inner architect skills through Rockwell Group’s specially designed 
Imagination Playground installation and original digital interactive. 
Visit: www.nbm.org 
 
 
unicef
UNICEF P.L.A.Y. (Play & Learning Activities for Youth) explores the 
power of play as a tool for learning and emotional development in 
countries where safe recreation opportunities are limited.
Through a grant from Disney, UNICEF launched the pilot program 
which utilizes playgrounds and recreation as a critical part of child 
development. The initiative brings 30 Imagination Playground in 
a Box sets, reaching more than 10,000 children in primary schools 
and child-friendly spaces across Haiti and Bangladesh. To learn 
more, watch the inspiring video via youtu.be/Wtj3AoA1RDg   

association of children’s museums
Begun in 1962, the Association of Children’s Museums (ACM) is a 
professional member service organization for the children’s museum 
field. ACM is the only organization representing museums and 
professionals dedicated to early childhood play, the starting point 
in the continuum of lifelong learning. Imagination Playground is a 
proud member of the Association of Children’s Museums.
Visit: www.childrensmuseums.org  
   

national association for the education of young children
The National Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC) is the world’s largest organization working on behalf of 
young children. Founded in 1926, NAEYC has led the way toward 
excellence in high-quality early care and education. Imagination 
Playground is a proud member of The National Association for the 
Education of Young Children.
Visit: www.naeyc.org

UNICEF P.L.A.Y. 
Photo Credit: Marco Domino

Places to Play, Louisiana Children’s Museum 
Image Courtesy of Imagination Playground

NAEYC Conference 2012 
Image Courtesy of Imagination Playground

National Building Museum’s exhibition PLAY WORK BUILD 
Photo Credit: Kevin Allen



alliance for childhood
The Alliance for Childhood promotes policies and practices that support children’s healthy 
development, love of learning, and joy in living. The Alliance is currently working to restore play to 
all children, both in school and out-of-school. 
Visit: www.allianceforchildhood.org  

children’s environments research group
The Children’s Environments Research Group (CERG), links university scholarship with the 
development of policies, environments and programs to fulfill children’s’ rights and improve the 
quality of their lives. 
Visit: web.gc.cuny.edu/che/cerg/index.html

head start body start
Head Start Body Start National Center for Physical Development and Outdoor Play (HSBS) is a 
collaboration between the American Association for Physical Activity and Recreation (AAPAR) and 
the National Association for Sport and Physical Education (NASPE), and is funded by a grant from 
the Administration for Children and Families. Imagination Playground has been selected as one of 28 
play space-related resources for inclusion in its 2011 HSBS Preferred Vendor Catalog. 
Visit: www.headstartbodystart.org

Let's Move!
Let’s Move! is a comprehensive initiative, launched by First Lady Michelle Obama, dedicated to 
solving the problem of obesity within a generation, so that children born today will grow up healthier 
and able to pursue their dreams. 
www.letsmove.gov

new york coalition for play
The New York Coalition for Play is a partnership of organizations and individuals committed to 
improving opportunities for freely chosen, unstructured, and child-directed play in the New York 
metropolitan area. NYCPlay works to preserve and enhance the birthright of all children to have time 
and space for play through the activities of its partners and programs. 
Visit: www.nycplay.org

play direct uk.com 
Play Direct UK.com offers outdoor learning and school grounds equipment to make playtime more 
active, challenging and above all fun.
Visit: www.playdirectuk.com  

videatives
Videatives implements its mission to make children’s thinking visible through the use of text with 
supporting short video clips that can be downloaded or streamed from the internet.
Visit: www.videatives.com

our friends
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“Play, Tussle, Fall!” 
 
VogueGermany.de, May 11, 2012 
“Imagination Playground: Design Als Spiel-
Spass” 
 
DETAIL, May 10, 2012 
"Playspaces - Imaginative and Immersive 
Environments" 
 
Junior, February 2012 
Helen McKay-Ferguson, "Blocks, Knocks & Play 
That Rocks" 

Icon, August, 2011 
George Pendle, "Object Lesson"

 
Domus China, Issue 051 
Wan Liang "Imagination Playground" 

TimeOut New York Kids, November, 2010 
"Best Non-Beach Spot to Get Sand in your Shoes" 
 
Landscape Architecture, November, 2010  
Daniel Jost, “New York Loosens Up” 
 
Icon, October, 2010 
Johanna Agerman Ross, "A Playground" 
 
The New York Times, September 26, 2010  
David Rockwell, “Op-Chart: Unpacking 
Imagination” 
 
Design Week, September 9, 2010  
Dominic Lutyens, “Playing Fare”  
 
CNN, September 2, 2010  
Jessica Yellin, “Build-It-Yourself Playground 
Helps Kids Imagine”  
 
Interior Design, September, 2010 
Nicholas Tamarin, “Centerfold”  
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Fox 5 New York, July 27, 2010 
Good Day New York 

The New York Times, July 26, 2010 
Corey Kilgannon, “A Newfangled Sandbox Arrives 
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The Leonard Lopate Show, July 12th, 2010 
The Way We Play: Modern Playground Design 
 
The New Yorker, July 5, 2010 
Rebecca Mead, “State of Play: How Tot Lots Became 
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NY1, August 4th, 2008 
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4 NBC News, July 31st, 2008 
Portable Playgrounds Developed For Kids 
 

Daily News, July 15th, 2008 
Imagination Playground opens in Brownsville 

New York Times, July 14th, 2008 
A Playground Where Creativity Can Run Wild 
 
Thirteen/WNET, June 1st, 2008 
Interview with David Rockwell 
 
CNBC, May 27th, 2008 
Playgrounds Offer Imaginative 
Sponshorship Opportunity

 
CBS, May 20th, 2008 
CBS Sunday Morning Video 

New York Times, May 4th, 2008 
An Invitation to Child’s Play: Big Blocks 
and Wheelbarrows 
 
Charlie Rose, May 24th, 2007 
A conversation with David Rockwell 
 
Boston Globe, April 15th, 2007 
Back To The Playground 
 
Weekly Reader, April 6th, 2007 
New Parks Are on the Way! 
 
The New Yorker, January 29th, 2007 
Comeback: Sand Men 
 
ABC News, January 11th, 2007 
New-Age Playgrounds Rule, as Long as the Kids 
Are in Charge 
 
New York Times, January 11th, 2007 
New York City’s Future Playground Gets a Nod 
From Present-Day Players 
 
New York Times, January 10th, 2007 
New York Tries to Think Outside the Sandbox 
 
Tribeca Trib, January 10th, 2007 
A ‘Reinvented’ Playground for Seaport 
 
Downtown Express, August 11—17, 2006 
City looks to Fulton and beyond in 
East Side plan
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By JIM DWYER
Published: December 17, 2013

Along one boundary of Betsy Head Park in Brownsville, Brooklyn, elevated trains grumbled past on Livonia 
Avenue. Monday’s wind knifed through layers of clothes. The handball courts were deserted. No one was shoot-
ing hoops from the pockmarked cement court. With baseball in hibernation, not a soul was to be seen on the 
bony, knuckled field. It was the week of the shortest days of the year.

And here, perched on the edge of winter, was David Rockwell, a gangly man with floppy hair, unfolding archi-
tectural drawings that would be the start of a fresh life for a park built more than 100 years ago. Design “doesn’t 
just happen at the big, fancy, cultural center level,” Mr. Rockwell said. “It happens at the street level.” 

A new playground will be built in the Brownsville park next year, designed by Mr. Rockwell, 57, and his com-
pany of architects and designers, the Rockwell Group. There will be space for water play and sand, and a central 
element of how he thinks playgrounds ought to work: big, soft blocks and shapes. They will not be bolted to the 
ground, but gathered at day’s end by a park worker who will store them in a crate.

The idea for the loose parts has passed muster with the toughest of critics — gangs of children who came on test 
play dates. All of the gatherings began the same way, Mr. Rockwell said. With parents standing out of harm’s 
way, the children would pick up a few of the parts and start building their own stuff, solitary projects. 

ABOUT NEW YORK

In a Brooklyn Park Design, Movable Parts at Play



“One would make a tower, one would make a path,” he said. “Well, first, the boys would take the noodles and 
hit each other for five or 10 minutes, which would of course alarm all the parents. But within 10 or 15 minutes, 
you would see a kid look at what another kid was building, and say, ‘I wonder if I can connect my thing to you.’ 
”

That connection is the essential voltage of urban life, in Mr. Rockwell’s view. “I’m interested in not just the 
individual design buildings, but in the experiences that connect those buildings,” he said. “It’s that connective 
tissue where street life really happens. It’s what makes us want to be in cities.”

In big cities around the world, Mr. Rockwell has designed the luxurious and the spectacular: F. A. O. Schwarz, 
Nobu restaurants, W hotels, casinos in Singapore and Connecticut, the Dolby Theater in Los Angeles where the 
Academy Awards are held — as well as sets for Broadway and Off Broadway shows, like “Kinky Boots,” “The 
Normal Heart” and “Lucky Guy.”

For the last decade, he has also immersed himself in playgrounds, a brush stroke of city living not visible in 
skyline panoramas.

After Sept. 11, the principal of an elementary school that was being relocated contacted him. “She was asking, 
since I knew how to create restaurants and hotels and create adult playgrounds, could I help make this move to 
the school less depressing,” he said. “We were feeling rudderless, and we were creating places for pleasure that 
seemed truly impotent at that moment. I brought about 20 designers and we did this kind of urban barn-raising.”

The work in the school, and creating better, more playful spaces, stuck with him. He spent time with the city’s 
park commissioners, Adrian Benepe and Veronica M. White, and studied the history of playgrounds.

“Unwittingly, creative risk had been engineered out of play,” Mr. Rockwell said. Fixed equipment was set up 
once, designed against lawsuits and to require virtually no oversight by park employees.

His  young son and daughter instructed him in what mattered when it came to play:  “My kids were much more 
interested in what happens if you turn something upside down. They like the box the toy came in much more 
than they like the toy.”

From that came the idea of loose parts, and pop-up playgrounds that could be assembled quickly, at low cost. 
Kaboom, a nonprofit organization that helps build playgrounds, found in tests that “the kids played longer, 
harder, deeper with the loose parts,” Mr. Rockwell said.

They were called Imagination Playgrounds, and the first permanent installation was at the South Street Seaport. 
The next one will be in Brownsville. Unicef has brought 40 of the pop-up versions to Bangladesh and Haiti. 

The same flexibility is at work in his design of a new theater for the TED lecture series, a 1,200-person audi-
torium that can be assembled in two days, and in the furnishings for Cornell University’s advanced technology 
campus, which is temporarily housed in the Google building in Chelsea. Everything from chairs to partitions is 
on wheels or tracks, and can be easily moved.

Child’s play, really. 

Email: dwyer@nytimes.com

Twitter: @jimdwyernyt 
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14 Toys That Will Make Your Kids Smarter
By Sarah Begley  Nov. 21, 2013

As gift-giving season approaches, TIME asked developmental psychologists to pinpoint playthings that actually 
stimulate the brain.

14. Imagination Playground

Pitch: Players (age 2-9) build their own playgrounds using massive blue blocks and tubes that can be mashed up 
into jungle gyms, obstacle courses and more.

Payoff: The full set of 105 pieces allows up to 20 children to play together at a time, which helps them learn 
how to concentrate, collaborate and problem-solve. Although it’s not meant for a personal backyard, it can be a 
huge asset for a school or local children’s museum.

Price: By request; information at www.imaginationplayground.com

Imagination Playground | Best Toys 2013: 14 Toys That Will Make Your Kids Smarter | TIME.com 
http://healthland.time.com/2013/11/21/14-toys-that-will-make-your-kids-smarter/slide/imagination-
playground/#ixzz2qU36Vihv



New Imagination Playground to open at 
Brooklyn's Betsy Head Park 
Brooklyn's first-ever Imagination Playground will be constructed in Brownsville's 
Betsy Head Playground starting in spring 2014 and should open in spring 2015. 

By Lee Magill 

Imagination Playground at Brooklyn's Betsy Head Park 

Rockwell Group rendering of the Imagination Playground at Brownsville, Brooklyn's Betsy Head Park. 

The second-ever permanent Imagination Playground in the world will be built in Brownsville, 

Brooklyn's Betsy Head Park (the first is in the Financial District; it opened in 2010) starting in spring 

2014, and David Rockwell has just unveiled his new, tree house–inspired design for it. (Rockwell's 

design was done pro bono, and he is donating a set of his signature blue blocks to the park as well.) 
The project will take the shape of a multilevel area with sand, water and loose parts (the blocks) that 

kids can turn into whatever they please in unstructured play. A ramp will weave through trees, past 

permanent play equipment and basketball and handball courts. There's even an exercise area 

planned for adults. The playground is slated to open sometime in spring 2015. Click through our 
slide show of the Rockwell Group's renderings to see how much there is to look forward to. And since 

it's not open yet, check out our list of the city's 25 best playgrounds (see where the first Imagination 

Playground ranked!) and make a plan to soak up the warmer weather that's sure to come our way. 
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Tear Down the Swing Sets 
 

And the plastic forts. Here’s how to put the play back in playgrounds. 
 
By Nicholas Day | Posted Monday, Jan. 28, 2013, at 3:26 PM ET 
 

 
 
In 1888, the psychologist Stanley Hall published a story about a sand pile. A minor classic, it describes how a group of 
children created a world out of a single load of sand. These children were diligent, they were imaginative, they were 
remarkably adult. 
 
More than a century later, at the architect David Rockwell’s Imagination Playground in lower Manhattan, small humans 
scurry back and forth all day long, carrying Rockwell’s oversized blue foam blocks from self-devised task to self-devised 
task. These children are intent, they are cooperative, they are resourceful. The scene resembles nothing so much as 
Stanley Hall’s sand pile—with each grain of sand much bigger and much bluer. (Except for the bits of actual sand, that 
is.) 
 
More than any playground in recent memory, the Imagination Playground has inspired an outburst of excitement. It’s a 
hit with the hip parents who take their kids to Dan Zanes concerts, and is just as crowded as one. But it also 
represents something much more mundane: the triumph of loose parts. After a century of creating playgrounds for 
children, of drilling swing sets and plastic forts into the ground, we have come back to children creating their own 
playgrounds. Loose parts—sand, water, blocks—are having a moment. 
 
The resurgence of loose parts is an attempt to put the play back in playgrounds. The late 1960s and early 1970s were 
a time of exuberant playground design, culminating in the great Richard Dattner adventure playgrounds in New York 
City. Then the grownups got skittish. Down came the merry-go-rounds and the jungle gyms, and in their place, a 
landscape of legally-insulated, brightly-colored, spongy-floored, hard-plastic structurestook root. Today, walking onto a 
children’s playground is like exiting the interstate: Regardless of where you are, you see the exact same thing. 
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A lot of people agree that playgrounds are now too boring, and for years there’s been talk about how we should make 
them more challenging, more risky. But so far, that talk hasn’t turned into more interesting playgrounds. The most 
adventurous playgrounds tend to be singular projects, often built through fundraising, for the rich. (A genuine 
exception is this amazing project in Philadelphia.) “People talk about making playgrounds more risky,” says Susan 
Solomon, the author of American Playgrounds, which charts their demise. “But there’s this sense that if you talk about 
it, that’s enough. There’s this very real reluctance to get involved in anything that might at least potentially cause an 
injury.” 
 
In Europe, the assumptions are radically different. Even the head of play safety at England’s Royal Society for the 
Prevention of Accidents—a man whom you’d assume would be paranoid about preventing all accidents—has said that 
“children should be exposed to a certain degree of risk, not because an activity is risky per se but because it is fun, 
exciting, and challenging.” 
 
As the psychologist Ellen Sandseter has pointed out, the American attitude is a fundamental miscalculation of the risks: 
Kids who are bored stay inside and staying inside is ultimately far worse for your health than a broken arm. Talk about 
why we can’t have nice playgrounds here typically begins and ends with lawsuits. But potential legal action is too easy 
an excuse for not rethinking playgrounds, says Darell Hammond, head of the play-promoting nonprofit KaBOOM!.  
 
Change “requires all of us doing something different, not just a few law changes.” In short, it requires all of us to be 
a little less panicked, and honestly, that’s probably too much to ask, at least in the short term. Which is why loose 
parts may be the best hope for the future of playgrounds right now. 
 
Rockwell’s playground is still an adventure playground—a construction site with all the splintery edges sanded down. 
It’s what an adventure playground looks like in a risk-averse culture. And it promotes the kind of play we think children 
should be doing now: not with just their bodies, but with their minds. The Imagination Playground is a much more 
cognitive vision of the playground. No one would confuse it with a jungle gym. 
 
Rockwell himself is well-aware of this. At the adventure playgrounds of decades past, he says, “they did things much 
more dangerous than you could get away with today in a litigious society—working with hammers and nails 
and actually building things.” (These types of playgrounds do still exist in the United States, but barely.) So instead of 
physical risk, Rockwell talks about creative risk. At the Imagination Playground, you can dare to build whatever you 
want—knowing that tomorrow it will be gone. “Part of the impact of the playground is that it is impermanent,” he says. 
The rise of the loose parts playground extends well beyond lower Manhattan. In various versions, there are more than 
1,000 sets of Rockwell’s blocks out there, and thanks in part to a partnership with KaBOOM!, a lot of those blocks are 
far from the tax brackets of the South Street Seaport. When I talked to KaBOOM!’s Hammond, he’d just come back 
from Miami, where the bright-blue blocks are in a low-income child care center. 
 
Of course, loose parts don’t have to be designed by David Rockwell—they can be junk from your basement. 
Detroit’s Arts & Scraps is a loose parts-focused organization where the loose parts are, well, scraps. Early childhood 
educators, for their part, adore loose parts for the open-ended, spontaneous sort of play they encourage, which is very 
much in line with the new orthodoxy of how young children learn. “When you have loose parts, you don’t have the 
same repetitive pattern of play,” Hammond says. “It’s much a more circuitous path.” And that’s what you want from 
play. “You want to see kids escape into this zone in which they lose themselves.” In other words, loose parts are 
perfectly suited to assuage the paradoxical parental anxieties of the moment: We want our children to have time to 
play but we also want that play to be productive—to be more than play. 
 

Of course, loose parts playgrounds are messier than plasticized fort structures. At the Imagination Playground, there 
are “play associates” present, partly to tell the parents to sit down, partly to  “facilitate play,” in their words, but also 
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to put out the props and then put them away again. (Playworkers are much more common in England; they’re almost 
unknown here.) Loose parts require more oversight than a slide. They can walk away. 
 
In New York, however, they haven’t. Until recently, the city spent a lot of time trying to vandal-proof playgrounds, says 
Nancy Barthold, assistant commissioner for recreation and programming for New York City’s Parks Department. Now 
the city distributes loose parts around the boroughs in the summer: some sets of Rockwell’s blocks, some hoses, some 
buckets and cloth, even makeshift sandboxes. Those loose parts stayed loose; they didn’t walk away. “We thought that 
things were going to get destroyed and stolen and they’re not,” Barthold says. “It’s nice to be able to go back to being 
able to offer children things that move around and to do it without too much worry.” 
And in the end, the blocks might not even be the most important loose parts. “Kids are drawn to sand and water,” 
Barthold says. “Beyond the blocks, the basics are simply sand and water.” 
 
Stanley Hall’s sand pile, it turns out, isn’t a portrait of the past. It’s a vision of the future. 
 



 

                                                                 

 
 

 

‘Play Work Build’ puts creativity on exhibit at the National 
Building Museum 
 
By Christina Barron, Published: December 11 
 

 

If you’re a fan of building blocks, you probably have a set the makes a castle, a fighter plane or a 
hospital. There are step-by-step directions to get to the finished product. But what if the blocks 
came with no directions and no theme? What would you make? 

If you’re curious, head to the National Building Museum. The museum’s “Play Work Build” 
exhibition is filled with hundreds of bright blue blocks made from a dense foam. There are little 
blocks to build on a table, and big blocks to stack several feet up from the floor. There are even 
virtual blocks. All you need to bring is your imagination, and you can build anything. 

The blocks, which include arches, bends, hinges and a round shape called “little cheese,” have 
inspired kids to make a huge range of creations. 

“I would like to build forts,” said Alex Rosenbaum, 10, who with his parents and brother Jacob 
was on his second visit to “Play Work Build.” Alex said he preferred the large blocks and would 
recommend the exhibition to any kid who likes to build. 

“I could stay here for hours,” he said as he and Jacob, 7, began to construct a square fort that 
grew to four feet tall. 
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Their fort got the attention of younger builders nearby who were interested in helping. 

The ideas of starting from scratch and working 
together is just what New York-based designer 
David Rockwell had in mind when he created 
the blue blocks. 

Rockwell, who has two kids, came up with the 
idea of creating a playground in Lower 
Manhattan, the area of New York City damaged 
in the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. 

“Most of the playgrounds in the city . . . didn’t 
encourage the taking apart and putting together,” 
Rockwell said. 

So Rockwell and his design group dreamed up a set of blocks that come on a cart and could be 
used inside or outside. They tested it at a New York recreation center. 

“What we discovered is [that] kids would play more with that set of blocks than with anything,” 
Rockwell said, “because every day they could build something new.” 

The sets, called Imagination Playground, can be found at 600 playgrounds worldwide, including 
Washington’s Two Rivers Public Charter School and the Beauvoir School. 

When the National Building Museum’s curators were looking for something kid-friendly to 
replace the popular “Lego Architecture” exhibition, they went to Rockwell. His company 
donated the playground-size blocks and created smaller ones especially for the museum. 
Rockwell also designed a huge screen that fills with falling virtual blocks. If you stand on a 
special mat in front of the screen, cameras capture your shape and it appears onscreen. Virtual 
blocks then magically fill that shape and continue stacking up to the ceiling. 

Isabella Valles, 9, of Columbia said her favorite part of the virtual blocks wasn’t watching them 
rise in a stack. It was what happened when she moved around on the mat. 

“It was fun to make them fall down.” 
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Exhibit on blocks makes for creative playtime 
By Yagana Shah 

Parents and children may want to consider putting down the video games and picking up 
the building blocks. A new exhibit on playing with blocks has opened in Washington, D.C. 

10:10AM EST November 17. 2012  

 WASHINGTON — Parents and children may 
want to consider putting down the video games 
and picking up the building blocks. A new exhibit 
on playing with blocks titled "Play Work Build" 
opening at the National Building Museum Sunday 
is shedding light on the history and evolution of 
block play. 

The exhibit, designed in collaboration with the 
Rockwell Group, a Manhattan-based design firm, 
is putting a modern spin on the age-old tradition of 
block play using the "Imagination Playground." 

The playground is a play space concept designed by Rockwell Group CEO David Rockwell that encourages 
free and creative play through the use of loose foam parts. 

"When we first started, we just wanted to make a creative playground. But then we realized block play has a lot 
of benefits," says Barry Richards, principal at the Rockwell Group. "It involves cognitive development for 
children; it involves learning; it involves social development where they work together. So it's collaborative, 
social, emotional and physical." Children and adults of all ages can immerse themselves in building and 
creating structures with thousands of bright blue foam blocks of all shapes and sizes, and by interacting with a 
digital block wall. 

Visitors can travel through the history of block play with the 38 sets of blocks and building systems on display, 
dating back as far as the 1860s, including the original Froebel blocks, to present-day Legos. Tinker Toys, 
alphabet blocks, Lincoln Logs and Erector sets are all on display to show the longevity of block play while also 
letting users explore the different tactile ways to play, says curator Sarah Leavitt. 

The variety of sets exhibit the many different learning capabilities of block play, including mathematics and 
proportions. "You can tell a kid a math concept, but they won't grasp it until they literally are grasping it," Leavitt 
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says. Children are encouraged to guess how many blocks it would take to build different structures from 
something as small as an igloo to as large as a skyscraper. 

Originally developed in the 2010 redesign of a New York City playground, Imagination Playground has found its way 
into schools, museums, day-care centers and cities across the world. The Bay Area Discovery Museum in the San 
Francisco Bay Area as well as the Cooper-Hewitt National Design Museum in New York have housed the 
Imagination Playground, along with more than 600 sites worldwide. 

Richards says parents and teachers are eager to improve the lives of children and support anything that can 
promote their development while keeping them engaged. Educator Kathleen Kennedy of the Two Rivers Public 
Charter School in Washington, D.C., says one of the most beneficial aspects of block play is problem solving. 
"There are no steps here. ... When you're playing a computer game, there's an answer, but with blocks you have to 
figure it out as you go along," Kennedy says. 

Austin-based pediatrician Ari Brown, stresses the versatility of free play and developmental benefits of blocks. "You 
can do a whole lot of things with blocks. They come in different sizes, so you can sequence them, and colors, so 
you can group them," Brown says. These analytical skills carry on and help children accomplish much larger tasks 
as they grow older. While technology certainly has its place in play and learning, Brown says the tactile element 
immediate feedback children get from free play is irreplaceable. "There are several things you can reflect on a 
screen, but nothing is going to be able to replace a kid with two blocks in his hands." 
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W
ie schafft man es, bei McDo-
nald’s Hausverbot zu be-
kommen? Muss man straf-
fällig geworden sein, ge-

klaut oder randaliert haben? In Arizona
reichte ein ausgeprägter Hang zur Sau-
berkeit. Erin Carr-Jordan, Mutter von
vier Kindern und Professorin für Kinder-
psychologie, wurde aus acht Lokalen der
Kette ausgesperrt, weil sie nicht damit
aufhören wollte, deren Indoor-Spielplät-
ze nach Bakterien abzusuchen. Was sie
fand, sagte sie später, sei entsetzlich ge-
wesen. „Ich habe verrottendes Essen ge-
sehen, Haare, Zeug, das an den Wänden
klebte . . .“ Und sie behauptete auch, Pa-
thogene gefunden zu haben, die Meningi-
tis, Magen-Darm-Verstimmungen und
Übelkeit hervorrufen konnten. Tödliche
Gefahren lauerten da für Kinder, außer-
dem habe sie auch andere Restaurant-
Spielplätze untersucht, und überall sei
es das Gleiche gewesen.

Schon mal den eigenen Hausstaub un-
tersucht? Da sind auch ganz grässliche
Keime drin. Keime sind eigentlich über-
all. Deshalb sollte ja ab und zu sauberge-
macht werden. Aber wäre die komplette
Desinfektion aller von Kindern frequen-
tierten Orte möglich? Oder überhaupt
sinnvoll? Es gibt sie, diese seltenen Fälle,
in denen sich ein spielendes Kind ganz
unerwartet mit etwas infiziert. An einer
Spritze zum Beispiel, die ein Junkie im
Sandkasten weggeworfen hat. Aber an
Haaren?

Man mag den Keimfrei-Fimmel der
Professorin für neurotisch bis patholo-
gisch halten, in der Tendenz jedoch ist
sie nicht allein. Kinderspielplätze sind

ein wichtiger Schauplatz im ewigen
Kampf um die wahre, die einzig richtige
Art der Kindererziehung geworden. Es
geht ums Wo, Wie und Womit des Spie-
lens. Es geht um Kontrolle und Freiheit.
Und es geht um die Zukunftsangst der El-
tern – Kinder selbst sehen dieser gewöhn-
lich eher gelassen bis neugierig entgegen.

Als David Rockwell, ein bekannter
New Yorker Architekt, der sich mit der
Einrichtung von Spielwiesen für Erwach-
sene wie das Kodak Theater in L.A., die
Oscar-Show in Hollywood 2009 oder den
Edeljapaner Nobu Dubai einen Namen
gemacht hatte, selbst Vater wurde, erin-
nerte er sich an seine Jugend. Und vor al-
lem, wie viele aus seiner Generation, an
die Freiheiten im Spielen, die er selbst als
Kind noch erlebt hatte. Er verglich sie
mit den eher langweiligen Spielplätzen,
auf denen er mit seinen Kindern viel Zeit
verbrachte. Schließlich kontaktierte er
die Stadt New York – und erhielt den Zu-
schlag, einen neuen Spielplatz am Bur-
ling Slip zu gestalten: den Imagination
Playground. Eine riesige Sandfläche,
Wasser, Rutschen waren Reminiszenzen
an herkömmliche Spielplatzeinrichtun-
gen. Doch Rockwell entwarf noch mehr:
mobile Schaumgummiteile, eine Art Rie-

senbauklötze, mit denen die Kinder al-
lein und eigenständig ihre Kreativität
entdecken sollten (Das Projekt wurde für
den amerikanischen Pavillon auf der Ar-
chitektur-Biennale in Venedig ausge-
wählt und ist noch bis Samstag in der Ar-
chitekturgalerie in München zu sehen).
Inspirieren ließ er sich von den Theorien
des deutschen Pädagogen und Pestalozzi-
Schülers Friedrich Fröbel, der postuliert
hatte: „Bei der Erziehung muss man et-
was aus dem Menschen herausbringen
und nicht in ihn hinein.“

Fröbel, auch der Erfinder des Kinder-
gartens, war damals, Anfang des 19. Jahr-
hunderts, Vorreiter einer neuen Bewe-
gung. Fortschrittliche Pädagogen und
Philosophen erkannten, dass das kindli-
che Spiel nicht reiner Zeitvertreib, gar
Zeitverschwendung war, sondern unbe-
dingt notwendig für die weitere Entwick-
lung. Über die nächsten zwei Jahrhunder-
te bis heute wurde das Recht des Kindes
auf Spiel manifest, schließlich sogar in
der UN-Deklaration über die Rechte der
Kinder von 1959 verankert. Der Zweck
des Spiels, heißt es in der Resolution, sei
identisch mit dem Zweck des Lernens:
die Fähigkeiten des Kindes zu entwi-
ckeln, sein individuelles Urteilsvermö-
gen, seinen Sinn für moralische und sozia-
le Verantwortung – und so ein nützliches
Mitglied der Gesellschaft zu werden.

Das bedeutete aber auch: Kindliches
Spiel sollte gefördert, aber im Zweifels-
fall eben auch angeleitet werden. Ob,
wie und wie viel derartige Anleitung ta-
tsächlich notwendig war, an der Frage
entzündete sich ein Streit zwischen Päd-
agogen und Eltern, Wissenschaftlern

und Beamten jeder Façon, der bis heute
nicht ausgefochten ist. Das hat – bis heu-
te – nicht unbedingt mit politischen La-
gern zu tun. Eher geht es darum, wie viel
man Kindern eigentlich zutraut. Sind sie
in der Lage, die für sie beste Betätigung
herauszufinden? Muss man sie bespielen,
ihre Kreativität wecken, fördern, sie
bremsen? Aber was ist überhaupt die bes-
te, die sinnvollste Betätigung?

Progressive Reformer tendieren gern
dazu, ein „Ziel“ in den Vordergrund zu
stellen. Das Ziel des Spiels sollte besten-
falls eine quantifizierbare Entwicklung
sein. Ein Lernerfolg. Sichtbar für Eltern
und Erzieher. Spiel muss fokussiert sein,
organisiert, reguliert; es muss erziehe-
risch sinnvoll sein, diszipliniert und si-
cher. „Nicht rennen“ heißt es daher auf
vielen Spielplätzen, zu deren Erken-
nungsmerkmalen dann noch eine Umzäu-
nung gehört, ein Gummiteppich und
mehr oder weniger phantasielose Spielge-
räte. „KFC“, kit, fence, carpet, hat die
englische Landschaftsarchitektin Helen
Wolley dieses standardisierte Horror-
Trio einmal genannt.

Doch Kinder haben sich dieser von Er-
wachsenen erdachten Zwangsförderung
immer wieder widersetzt – mehr oder we-
niger erfolgreich. Der amerikanische
Schriftsteller Robert Paul Smith schrieb
1957 in seinen Kindheitserinnerungen
mit dem wunderbaren Titel „Where Did
You Go? Out. What Did You Do? No-
thing“ über seine eigene Jugend: „Ich
glaube, wir lagen richtig damit, in den
Großen die natürlichen Feinde der Kin-
der zu sehen, denn wir wussten: Sie woll-
ten, dass wir so werden wir sie. Und das

war langweilig.“ Viel hat sich nicht geän-
dert. In unendlichen Wellenbewegungen
dominiert mal die Theorie vom freien,
dann mal wieder die vom kontrollierten,
zielgerichteten Spielen. Und Kinder ver-
suchen seither, dem theoretischen Über-
bau möglichst insgesamt zu entkommen.
Sie „streifen umher“, „lungern herum“.
Sie erobern ihren eigenen Raum – wenn
sie es schaffen zu fliehen. Was beispiels-
weise heißen kann: Verpackung ist meist
viel interessanter als das Geschenk.
Oder: Heute wird meine Barbie gefoltert,
die Haare werden abgeschnitten und sie
wird an beiden Beinen aufgehängt. Und
manchmal: Jetzt hauen wir ab und gehen
in den Wald, da sind die Räuber, die su-
chen wir jetzt.

Dass Kinder dieses sogenannte freie
Spiel bei weitem bevorzugen, erkannte
man als Erstes in Europa und Deutsch-
land. Bereits in den vierziger Jahren ent-
standen die ersten Abenteuerspielplätze
in Dänemark und in der Schweiz, wenig
später auch in Deutschland. Es war eine
Art Zugeständnis. Ein bisschen Überwa-
chung sollte zwar schon sein – doch ge-
koppelt mit vielen, heute geradezu unvor-
stellbar erscheinenden Freiheiten. Ham-
mer. Nägel. Sägen. Wacklige Bretterbu-

den in zwei-, drei-, vierstöckiger Höhe
schossen in die Lüfte. Dreckige Planen
schützten vor Regen. Es war wunderbar.
Und es spielte darin: eine Generation, die
heute einerseits innovative neue Kinder-
spielplatzgeräte entwickelt, wie die bis
auf New Yorker Spielplätze exportierten
Schaukelteller. Und die gleichzeitig
Angst davor hat, dass ihre eigenen Ab-
kömmlinge sich mit denselben Brettern,
Werkzeugen, Seilen, Wippen und Schau-
keln verletzen könnten. An der Natur,
der mysteriösen Macht, der sie sich selbst
damals so auslieferten.

Und schließlich, zur finalen allgemei-
nen Verunsicherung, kommen noch Pisa
und die Panik vor dem Zurückgelassen-
werden dazu. Die Weichen werden im Ba-
byalter gestellt, heißt es überall. Der
neue Zauberbegriff lautet: frühkindliche
Förderung, die sich meist zu eng auf intel-
lektuelle Fortbildung beschränkt. Wel-
ches Kind hat noch Zeit und Mut, auf ei-
nen mit Zecken und Keimen verseuchten
Baumstamm zu klettern, wenn es doch je-
den Nachmittag mit Sport-, Sprach- und
Kreativitätsangeboten verbringen muss?
Meist wird es dabei im Auto herumgefah-
ren, was leider, wie eine neue Studie fest-
stellt, dazu führt, dass Kinder keinen Ori-
entierungssinn mehr entwickeln. Den
hätten sie früher auf dem Fahrrad er-
lernt, auf dem Weg zum Spielplatz, oder,
am besten, in den Wald. Aber vielleicht
sitzen gerade ein paar dieser Kids zu
Haus und träumen mit Jacques Préverts
„Rechenstunde“: . . . Die Tinte wird wie-
der Wasser / Die Pulte werden wieder
Bäume / Die Kreide wird wieder Felsen /
Der Federhalter wird wieder Vogel.

Die unsäglichen Gefahren
der großen Matschepampe

Zecken – sind widerlich. Sie verbreiten Krankheiten, die langfristige Schäden
hervorrufen. Wegen dieser Minitiere wird Kindern vor dem Wald das Fürchten
gelehrt, man sprüht sie mit Chemie ein, bis sie Ekzeme davon bekommen.
Alternativ möglich wäre eine Risikoabwägung inklusive abendliches Absuchen.

Rutschenschaukelnwippen – sind an sich gefährlich, da Kinder runterfallen,
sich einzwicken, einen Balken auf den Kopf bekommen können. Die Tendenz
geht zum Gummieren sämtlicher Bodenbeläge oder Komplettabbau der Geräte.
Da droht schon die nächste Gefahr: andere Kinder auf demselben Spielplatz.

Sonne – ist eben auch krebserregend. Deshalb werden Kinder inzwischen in
Ganzkörpergummianzüge eingehüllt. Früher hielt man mittags Siesta.

Dreck – ist mindestens potenziell toxisch. Obwohl es Kinderärzte gibt, die noch
die alte Regel kennen: Sieben Kilo Dreck im Jahr halten das Kind gesund.

Stranger Danger oder Der Fremde – schrecklich, unvorstellbar. Doch haben
nicht die Fälle zugenommen, sondern ihre mediale Verbreitung und damit vor
allem die Angst davor.

Ratgeber – stellen eine indirekte, aber latente Gefahrenquelle dar, da sie sich
oft konträr widersprechen und dabei einen ausschließlichen Wahrheitsanspruch
vertreten. Es ist der alte Krieg zwischen freiem Spiel (Kind weiß es am besten)
und Lernspiel (Eltern wissen es am besten). Spielstand nach diversen Diskussi-
onsrunden seit längerem: unentschieden. pst

Seite V2/4 WOCHENENDE GEGENWART KULTUR & GESELLSCHAFT Samstag/Sonntag, 2./3. Juni 2012 Süddeutsche Zeitung Nr. 126

Spielt!
Rauft!
Fallt!
Viele glauben, dass auf
Kinderspielplätzen zu viele
Gefahren lauern. Falsch.
Sie wurden einst gerade zur
Kontrolle der Kinder erfunden.

Von Petra Steinberger

„Der Gegensatz des Spiels
zum Ernst des Lebens

kann nur Erwachsenen
zum Bewusstsein kommen,

denn Kinder spielen eigent-
lich immer; bei ihnen ist

Spiel und Leben eins.“
Ricarda Huch

Foto: Tourneboeuf/Tendance
Floue/Agentur Focus

Im Wandel: Ganz links
der „Imagination Play-
ground“ in New York
mit mobilen Baustei-
nen, ein Werk des Archi-
tekten David Rockwell.
Er erinnert an die Zeit,
als der Spielplatz aus
Natur bestand (re.o.)
oder aus altem Bauma-
terial, wie in der Roten
Stadt im Münchner
Olympiadorf der späten
Siebziger. (re.u.).
Fotos: Frank Oudeman
2010 (li.), Thomas
Skiffington/Gallery
Stock, privat

Ein bisschen
Überwachung sollte
schon sein.

Mit Riesenbauklötzen
ganz allein die eigene
Kreativität entdecken.
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KULTUR BLOG
BERND SKUPIN

11.  IMAGINATION PLAYGROUND: DESIGN
MAI 2012 ALS SPIEL-SPAS

© Frank Oudeman

Wer sagt eigentlich, dass Architektur nicht auch Show, Spaß – und Spiel sein kann. Wie schön es sich 
architektonisch spielen lässt, zeigt die Rockwell Group jetzt in München. Und bald auch in Berlin, Potsdam, 
London, Venedig und Helsinki.



http://www.vogue.de/kultur/kultur-blog/imagination-playground-design-als-spiel-spass

US-Architekt David Rockwell und seine Rockwell Group richteten schon Räume und Ambiente für kulturelle 
Institutionen, Hotels und Restaurants weltweit ein. Sogar das Bühnenbild für die Oscar-Verleihung 2010 in Los 
Angeles inszenierte er. Immer spektakulär, immer mit Sinn für Phantasie und Effekt aber auch für innovative 
und überraschende Konzepte – und oft auch mit Humor und spielerischer Eleganz. Dieses spielerische Element 
kommt jetzt auch zum Tragen, wenn Rockwell morgen parallel zu einer Ausstellung über seine Arbeit in der 
Architekturgalerie München ganz in der Nähe, vor der Hochschule für Fernsehen und Film HFF, für einen Tag 
seinen Imagination Playground aufbaut – ein Design-Spielplatz der besonderen Art. Imagination Playground ist 
ein modularer Spielplatz, der aus einzelnen, beweglichen Elementen besteht und der, veränderbar wie er ist, 
Kinder ein selbstgesteuertes, freies Spielen ermöglichen soll. In seiner Heimatstadt New York testete er das 
Konzept bereits erfolgreich.

Rockwell dazu: "Die Idee hinter Imagination Playground war, ein flexibles Umfeld zu gestalten, das Kinder 
dazu anregt, ihre ganze Kreativität zu entfalten und ihre Fantasie schöpferisch einzusetzen. Wir möchten diese 
Erfahrung des freien Spiels mit so vielen Kindern wie möglich in der ganzen Welt teilen und dabei zu einem 
fortschrittlichen Dialog darüber beitragen, wie ein Spielplatz aussehen kann."



http://www.vogue.de/kultur/kultur-blog/imagination-playground-design-als-spiel-spass

Angeregt durch den Wunsch, nach der Katastrophe des 11. September zum Wiederaufbau Lower Manhattans 
beizutragen, sowie durch seine eigene Erfahrung mit der Erziehung von Kindern in einem dichten Stadtgebiet, 
investierte David Rockwell fünf Jahre in Forschung und Entwicklung für Konzept und Design des Imagination 
Playground. Rockwell Group konsultierte dafür auch renommierte Psychologen und Erziehungswissenschaftler 
und testete zahlreiche Prototypen.

"Playspaces: Imaginative and Immersive Environments by Rockwell Group" in der Architekturgalerie in 
München, Türkenstraße 30 vom 12. Mai bis 2. Juni, Mo., Di., Mi.: 9.30 bis 19 Uhr, Do. und Fr.: 9.30 bis 19.30 
Uhr, Sa: 9.30 bis 18 Uhr, www.architekturgalerie-muenchen.de.

Play Event in München morgen, Samstag den 12. 5. ab 11 Uhr vor der HFF, Gabelsbergerstr. 33

Danach geht das Projekt mit Play Events und Teilen der Münchener Ausstellung vom 6. bis 10. Juni nach Berlin 
(DMY International Design Festival), Potsdam (15. bis 17. Juli im Erlebnisquartier Schiffbauergasse), London 
(6. bis 8. Juli London Festival of Architecture), dann im August zur 13. Architekturbiennale nach Venedig (29. 
August bis 25. November), wo es im Rahmen des U.S. Pavillons gezeigt wird, und vom 6. bis 16. September 
nach Helsinki, der Design Welthauptstadt 2012 (International Design House Exhibition).

(Foto 1 und 2: Imagination Playground Park, Manhattan, Photo ©: Frank Oudeman 2010. Foto 3: W Paris-Opéra, Photo © and 
courtesy of Starwood Hotels and Resorts. Foto 4: Oscar Verleihung, Los Angeles, Set Design 2010 – Photo © AMPAS)
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色彩游乐场  其设计突破了传统方式，所有道具都可以拆卸，
反映了“拥挤文化”的不定性

ImAgInATIon PlAygRoUnd THE dEsIgn sTylE 
bREAk THRoUgH THE TRAdITIonAl wAy, All PRoPs 
CAn bE REmovEd, REflECTIng THE "CUlTURE of 
CongEsTIon" of THE UnCERTAInTy 

material courtesy of • Rockwell Group, edited by •  梁万
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通过自由松散的部件，游乐场使孩子们可以不断改变

玩具器械的排列，并重新设计、组合，创造出全新的游玩

情境，设计属于他们自己的游戏规则。

• With a focus on loose parts, Imagination 

Playground offers a changing array of elements 

that allows children to constantly reconfigure 

their environment and to design their own 

course of play.
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色彩游乐场建在海港地区，位于曼哈顿下城。曼哈顿是

高密度都市中社区规划的成功范例。整个地区近几年正

处于居住房产的繁荣期也是很多纽约人向往居住的地

区。游乐场建造在曼哈顿下城的最南端的海港上，周围

的高密度环境以掌握了全球经济命脉的华尔街金融地区

最为出名。摩天大楼，巨大的商业购物中心，百老汇，时

报广场等都集中在曼哈顿这个狭长的岛上。海港地区的

居住人口在过去的10年内急速增长，预计在下一个10年

内会继续增长。据统计2009年7月曼哈顿的人口密集度

为70,951/sq mi(27,394.3/km2) 它是全美人口密集度最

高的纽约富人区。而曼哈顿也是全世界摩天大楼建筑密

度最高的区域。几座最为出名的摩天大楼，曾经的世界

贸易中心 (The World Trade Center)，帝国大厦 (Empire 

State Building)，克莱斯勒大厦 (Chrysler Building)，华

尔街40号 (40 Wall Street)，伍尔沃斯大楼 (Woolworth 

Building), 大都会人寿保险大楼 (Met Life Tower) 这些

都是世界上排名前10的最高建筑。

早在70年代，纽约曼哈顿就以“拥挤文化”著称并且成

为许多规划建筑师研究的对象。所谓“拥挤文化”从最

为直观的角度来看就是曼哈顿的摩天大楼组成的高层

高密度聚集，曼哈顿也因此被誉为是世界上最直接的拥

挤文化的现实代表。在这里摩天楼成为最好的社会聚合

器，它将不同乃至完全相反的生活方式以层的形式叠置

在一起，形成独特的都市拥挤文化。

2010年8月，纽约市市长迈克尔・彭博（M i c h a e l 

Bloomberg）与建筑师大卫・罗克韦尔（David Rockwell），

共同为纽约市中心充满想象色彩的游乐场拉开帷幕。

这个游乐场经过5年的策划、开发和测试，最终建成。它

是由罗克威尔建筑团队构思和设计的公益项目，是属于

曼哈顿滨水绿色走廊项目的一部分。游乐场建造在曼哈

顿最南端的海港上，周围的高密度环境以掌握了全球经

济命脉的华尔街金融区最为出名。摩天大楼、百老汇、

时报广场等都集中在曼哈顿这个狭长的岛上。 

色彩游乐场的用地是一个被等待再利用的临时停车场，

2004年被市政府规划为游乐场公共空间，共占地2050平

方米。大卫・罗克韦尔将创新的设计理念完美的与高效

率的土地利用结合在一起，构成了第一个永久的充满想

象力的游乐场。 

纽约市市长在开幕仪式的发布会上强调：“色彩游乐场

的设计是为了给儿童提供一个多元化的活动场所。这个

创新的游乐场让儿童一边探索，一边设计，将培养学习

的兴趣和玩耍结合到了一起。”他还给予大卫・罗克威

尔的设计非常高的评价。他说“与世界优秀的建筑师合

作完成卓越的作品以及空间设计，也再一次证明了市政

府对规划设计有着很高的要求”。 

罗克韦尔在发布会上说 ：“我对第一个永久的充满想象

力的游乐场充满自豪，身为罗克威尔集团的总裁首席建

筑师，我也是曼哈顿的居民以及一位父亲。我对纽约这

个城市充满了感激，因为游乐场的开启可以让更多的居

住在我们城市里的儿童，充分发挥自己的想象力和动手

能力，一边动手一边玩耍。” 

色彩游乐场突破了提供单一游乐设施的传统方式，这里

的所有游乐设施都是有变通性的。它由3个部分组成，

一个开放式的沙滩游泳池，一个巨大的玩具器械单元组

合，以及零散的游乐设施。这3个部分可以让儿童们尽情

的创造再重组。 

色彩游乐场因所有道具都可以拆卸而反映了拥挤文化的

不定性。罗克韦尔将3个部分放在同一地点让儿童们在

同一游乐场获得了各自的空间。整个设计也表现出纽约

摩天大楼的特质：在游乐场中儿童无法再通过单一的功

能认知单一的部分，而游乐场本质十分僵化的物体内部

却包含千变万化，为儿童提供各种不同方式的游乐体验

内容。

罗克韦尔集团的设计让游乐场与有着悠久商业历史的曼

哈顿海港有了一个完美的结合。它的建筑环境为一圆形

凹地，外加游乐场的3个组成部分将它组成了一个航海船

的外形，船上有模拟瀑布，登山绳，滑车和望远镜舷梯

一系列的游乐设施。游乐场的建设也是象征了纽约是一

个艺术创新的游乐场地。

开篇，顶图：鲜艳的玩具器械总勾

起儿童的探索欲。

开篇，跨页图：色彩游乐场全景，

儿童与各个游乐单元的互动。

本页，上图：公共游戏场第1部分：

开放式的沙滩游泳池。

对页，上图：公共游戏场第2部分：

巨大的玩具器械单元组合。

对页，下图：公共游戏场第3部分：

零散的娱乐设施。

总平面图
Site plan
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纽约曼哈顿色彩游乐场

Imagination Playground

美国 ，曼哈顿下城

New York， USA

合作伙伴 Partner：纽约市政府公共

空间管理部门

设计单位 Design unit: Rockwell 

Group

总设计师 Chief Designer: David 

Rockwell

首席设计师 Founder and CEO: 

David Rockwell

策划 总监 Strategy Director: 

Marc Hacker

项目主要负责人 Principal-in-Charge: 

Carmen Aguilar，Barry Richards

项目经理兼设计师 Project Manager/

Project Architect: Glenn Fulk

项目经理 Project Manager: 

Leslie Armstrong

项目设计师 Project Architect: Mala 

Parikh

建筑设计团队 Architecture Project 

Team: Sterling McMurrin and Claudia 

Opel

工业设计团队 Industrial Design 

Project Team：Caroline Kim, Shunyi 

Wu, Cas Holman and Lucinda Waite

总建筑面积 The gross land area: 

18,000 square.ft（包括广场）

地上建筑面积 Ground Floor Area: 

12,000 square.ft

人口密集度 Population density: 

27,394.3/km2

设计开始时间 Start Date: (Concept 

began) 2005 

建设开始时间 Start Date: 

(Construction began) 2009.05

竣工时间 Complete time: 2010.07 
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From Classic Toys To New Twists, Kids Go Back To 
Blocks 
by Neda Ulaby 
June 19, 2013 3:02 PM

 

Legos and other interlocking toys are only one 
 

kind of blocks that remain popular with kids.
 

iStockphoto.com 
 

 

I visited Toy Fair in New York City hunting for 
ideas for our summer series about kids' culture. 
One of the big takeaways was the increasing 
popularity of construction games such as Legos. 
Sales shot up nearly 20 percent last year. Now, 
it seems, every major toy manufacturer is 
scrambling to add new games geared toward 
kids building things. 

Concurrently, I happened to visit the National 
Building Museum, where an impressive 
exhibition, PLAY WORK BUILD, showcases the 
museum's vast collection of block sets and 
building toys. It also takes blocks into the future 
– with the David Rockwell-designed Imagination 
Playground, an azure-blue block fantasy for the 
under-5 crowd. 

That prompted this story on blocks, which starts with a small business selling wooden blocks made in 
the U.S. (specifically the Unblock, designed and created by the Azmani family in Wisconsin) to the 
gigantic Legos, Hasbros and Mattels of the world, selling high-concept blocks that often seem like 
nothing so much as vehicles for cross-promotional licensing. 

That prompts the question — what makes a block a block? I asked Karen Hewitt, a toy designer who's 
written about the history of blocks. 

"That it's three dimensional," she offered. "That it's nonrepresentational, it doesn't have anything until a 
child gives it a name or function. And usually, blocks are modular. They relate to each other in some 
forms in ratio of size, or shape. They're predictable, so they keep their shape, no matter the material. 
And blocks basically rely on balance for building." 

What would Maria Montessori or Friedrich Froebel think of Minecraft? They were pioneers of early 
education who made block play central to their philosophies. Minecraft is the hugely popular virtual 
game that invites its 10 million players to manipulate a world made of blocks. 

"Montessori was quite a brilliant woman. I think she'd be very interested in what's going on today," 
Hewitt observes dryly. She was polite about Minecraft ("It just doesn't have that sensory feeling for 
me") but copped to a real fascination with new games that synthesize real blocks and with ones on 



 

http://www.npr.org/blogs/monkeysee/2013/06/19/193514522/from-classic-toys-to-new-twists-kids-go-

back-to-blocks  

screens. For example, the inevitable Lego-Minecraft tie-in, or a math-based game, Building Blocks, that 

uses actual and virtual blocks. 

But Hewitt believes the lesson of blocks is even more fundamental and powerful than exploring ideas of 

geometry, spatial relations, patterning and numbers. When kids play with blocks, they're beginning to 

build. 

"The ability to construct has to do with our whole culture — where do we live, how do we make our 

homes," she says. "It's really the beginning of thinking about survival. 

Kids have loved blocks for so long and so loyally, it's a bit of a surprise Hollywood has not attempted to 

cash in. Blocks: The Movie. Sounds like a blockbuster. 
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Cassandra Giraldo for The Wall Street Journal

Sofia Aragones, 8, at Central Park's Ancient Playground.

By ALISON FOX

These New York City playgrounds weren't approved by Robert Moses.

The Department of Parks and Recreation has built or renovated at least 50 playgrounds with an
emphasis on high design and imaginative play in the past five years, officials said.

They feature playhouses, spinning saucers and cable climbers with nets strung at all angles, and
have been designed by well-known architects. Meanwhile, the swing sets and ball courts that were
classic features during the city's most famous spurt of playground building under Moses aren't as

New York City's Playgrounds Swing Toward New
Design Models
High Design Takes Center Stage in New Playgrounds

prominent.



Cassandra Giraldo for The Wall Street Journal

Sunshine Paul, 5, at the Gantry Plaza State
Park in Long Island City

Cassandra Giraldo for The Wall Street Journal

Nate Rosenfeld, 4, and Maggie Stuckey, 4, play
at Pier 6's children's playground in Brooklyn
Bridge Park.

Rockwell  Group

An artist's rendering of a new imagination
playground in Brownsville.

"The old-fashioned park was concrete with stainless steel,
a seesaw and a swing. And now we've gone way beyond
that," said Mitchell Moss, a professor of urban policy and
planning at New York University.

The latest installment will be in the Brownsville
neighborhood of Brooklyn, where a tree-house-inspired
Imagination Playground will open in 2015 in Betsy Head
Park. The first so-called Imagination Playground, at
Burling Slip in Lower Manhattan, has proved immensely
popular, allowing children to use hundreds of loose,
interlocking blue blocks to build whatever they want, said
architect David Rockwell of the Rockwell Group.

"The need for kids to feel empowered by their own ability,
to make and think and play with each other in an
unstructured way seemed like something that, in some
ways, had been engineered out of playgrounds," Mr.
Rockwell said.

The innovative playgrounds have been built in every
borough and in neighborhoods both rich and poor.
Among them are the Hester Street Playground in Sara D.
Roosevelt Park near Canal Street, which has an Asian
theme; a ship-themed playground is located near the
Brooklyn Bridge in Dumbo; and a landscape inspired by
the Japanese artist Isamu Noguchi is in Rainey Park in
Long Island City.

At Ancient Playground in Central Park near East 85th
Street, children play on pyramids and run through an
array of secret passageways, set in the shadow of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art. "They can imagine it is a
castle, they can imagine anything," said Alice Aragones, 77
years old, who takes her granddaughter Sofia, 8, to
Ancient Playground each time the girl visits from Paris.
"The imagination is vital."

Anne Sweeney, 41, watched her daughter Megan, 7, run
between the tower pyramids. She said she doesn't think
her daughter necessarily understand that the pyramids
have some historical significance. Ms. Sweeney said she
picked the park because she believed it was right for
children her daughters' age but didn't think it would work

for younger children.

Lesley Koplow, director of the Center for Emotionally Responsive Practice at Bank Street College of
Education in Manhattan, said the new playgrounds give children a respite from their structured
lives.



"It helps them think, it helps them with their own self image and it helps them feel like kids," Ms.
Koplow said.

"I grew up with swings and seesaws and merry-go-rounds, which you don't really see anymore," Ms.
Sweeney said. "It kind of matches the Met."

To be sure, the classic playground, with traditional climbers, tubes and swing sets, remains
dominant in the city. Of the 215 playgrounds built or renovated since 2008 at a cost of $245 million
total, about 165 were traditional playgrounds. The roughly 50 high-design playgrounds made up
about $120 million of playground costs in the past five years, the parks department said.

The playground at Gantry Plaza State Park on 47th Road along the East River in Long Island City
was meant to provide "an abstract landscape canvas" for children, said Terri-Lee Burger, a partner
at Abel Bainnson Butz Landscape Architects, who designed the park. It opened in 2010 and features
a red tower made of rope for children to climb. Spinning yellow buckets and blue rock-climbing
walls sit in the shadow of new high-rise apartment buildings and the iconic Pepsi-Cola sign.

Brenda Gress, a 36-year-old raw food chef, celebrates with her 5-year-old daughter, Sunshine, each
time the youngster scales the tower.

"She's blossomed," Ms. Gress said. "Now she's gone from a very insecure and dependent child to
very independent. She's learned to try new things."

A version of this article appeared June 17, 2013, on page A21 in the U.S. edition of The Wall Street
Journal, with the headline: City's Playgrounds Swing Toward New Design Models.

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324520904578549622466074216.html#printMode?cb=logged0.753
3461122319842&cb=logged0.5280607434169549




