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Kit Hammonds is a freelance writer and curator who worked at the SLG from 1997-2008.  He teaches curating contemporary art at the Royal College of Art, London. He presented the exhibition Games & Theory at the SLG in 2008, the same year Making Play was launched. Here he talks through the themes of the exhibition and draws out the differences between ‘playing’ and ‘gaming’. Games and Theory was an endeavour aiming to question the nature of various strands of play within contemporary art. During a discussion in the gallery at the time, various positions were put forward, many in response to the title of the show.  

Alluding to Game Theory in mathematics and military strategy, the title of the show, Games and Theory, is taken from the highest echelon of Paul Verhoeven’s quasi-fascist society in his 1997 film Starship Troopers, where military strategy is paramount. 
Such a collision of meanings was a deliberate attempt to muddy the waters of ‘play’. As Dr Eric Berne’s 1964 book ‘Games People Play’ suggests, social life is conditioned by a series of game-like scenarios in which individuals adopt the roles of ‘Child’, ‘Parent’ or ‘Adult’ in any encounter. Perhaps as a result of these subliminal roles various concerns were expressed by visitors, and among the most vocal of them was a semantic issue, which ran along these lines: that play is about freedom, while games are about strategy and rules. This is despite the clear linguistic fact that one ‘plays’ a ‘game’. 

The theories that surround play within art education, and more importantly within the play ‘movement’ itself, are articulated within council run adventure playgrounds and their workers. This is something that artist Nils Norman’s central construction referenced in directly in his work Education Facility Number 2. A climbing frame that all but filled the gallery with towers, ramps and crawlspaces, Norman’s design was based on children’s dens that sprung up on wastelands in post-war Europe. Organised by grass-roots and anarchist groups, using found wood and other materials from among the bomb damage, Norman’s facility also echo the protest camps of the environmental movement in more recent years. 

As such it provided a framework (both literally and metaphorically) for other artists’ practices that seek to disrupt the everyday passage through public, semi-public and privatised spaces. From Tushar Joag’s choreography of people’s movements in Mumbai trains, to Dan Shipsides’ climbing wall made with copies of Frieze magazine as their hand and footholds, the works suggested the utopian and anarchist roots that lie at the origins of play as education. But equally at stake in the works was a Situationist approach to urban space, one that challenges the civic and tacit rules that structure city life. 
Guy Debord and other Situationist practitioners drew on games as a way to challenge the hegemony, and wage war against the bourgeoisie. They were conscious of the rules that structure everyday life, and sought to politicise everyday life through challenges to these conventions. Derives – free ‘drifts’ through the streets to see the city anew, and detournements – detouring, or hijacking, of life for protest and agitation of civil order were among their strategies and their deployment, quasi-military in their aims and objectives. Guy Debord’s passion for wargames is a notable parallel to his aesthetic enquiries, and he developed the ‘Game of War’ in 1977 whose scenario involved geo-political and military tussles. 

Such a top down view of the battlefield is not the whole story during any war. Gaming of this kind rarely shows the view from the ground, but the experience of war has been instrumentalised by Western military powers to improve soldiers’ performance through a complex interplay between the real and the virtual. Not only has military training incorporated computer games almost identical to those available on home consoles, the high-energy music that accompanies these games is piped into soldiers headphones during live missions to detach them from the trauma of battle, and improve their ‘kill rate’. Indeed the Israeli security forces has even adopted the derive and detournment as effective ways of thinking outside the box when dealing with Palestinian resistance cells. It appears both sides of any war are able to mobilise such games. 

The use of the term ‘play’, meanwhile has been moulded by the widely cited Homo Ludens: A study of the Play-Element in Culture by Dutch cultural historian Johan Huizinga, first published in 1938.  The title is itself a play on Homo Sapiens of course, replacing the ‘Thinking Man’ with the ‘Playing Man’ seeking to locate the idea of play at the heart of our existence. Huizinga’s coining of ‘play theory’ as a field of human activity distinguishing it from Work and Rest, and perhaps significantly an alternative to leisure. Rather than being the antithesis of work, for Huizinga, play is a constructive if not necessary condition of life, and emphasises this by seeing play not only within human activity, but that of most higher animals. 

Huizinga’s proposition mirrors other theories in learning. ‘Body-thinking’ and ‘learning through doing’ are some of the re-percussive forms of educational theory that have emerged from studies such as Huizinga’s coupled with advances in behavioural sciences that look at human and animal development. 

Underpinning many of these perspectives is that adult behaviour is modelled by play as a child, and that seeing through a child’s eyes, or perhaps in this case the whole body, is a vital part of human existence as rehearsal for civil interaction with other people. As Howard Gardner suggests in his essay The Arts and Human Development the artist adopts much the same perspective of that of a child by ‘body-thinking’, an alternative to the scientific method puts forward ‘another way of cutting up the universe’:

"Bodily-kinesthetic intelligence is the capacity to use your whole body or parts of your body--your hand, your fingers, your arms--to solve a problem, make something, or put on some kind of a production.  The most evident examples are people in athletics or the performing arts, particularly dance or acting." --Howard Gardner (Checkley, 1997, p. 12)
As such play has been cast as the light side to the games’ dark, one socially conscious, the other competitive, the open creative spiritual mind set against the logic of Darwinian survival of the fittest staged on the sports field or at the marketplace. This bifurcation is another microcosm of social norms under modernism. The child, the artist, the social life off the masses, while seen as good, remains secondary to that of survival, acquisition, and control as exercised by bodies of power.  

The schism between Play and Gaming, therefore, may be an artificial, a division born out of language’s awkward relationship with experience. Surprisingly Huizinga did not draw as sharp a distinction between playing and gaming. While the five key principles Huizinga lays out may begin with ‘1. Play is free, is in fact freedom’ and ‘2. Play is not “ordinary” or “real” life’ (both P8) he is also astute enough to see this perspective might cast a different pall across many aspects of the modern world. ‘One might call society a game in the formal sense, if one bears in mind that such a game is the living principle of all civilization. (p 100-101).’
Pictured in Francis Alys’s recent exhibition at Tate a series of works grouped under the collective title ‘Children’s Games’, may seem to correspond to the infantilising associations of playing as within the realm of youth and learning. But the futility of what is depicted – a boy kicking a bottle gormlessly uphill in Caracoles (the Spanish for ‘Snail’), 1999 – three boys building on the beach in Sandcastles, 2010 only for their labour to be washed away – seems to place an unusually ‘adult’ sense of futility. These are Sysiphean labours, rather than expressions of joie de vive.

But then, rooted as they are in Alys’s adopted home of Mexico, the relationship between childhood and labour is quite different to that of the clear division we are lucky enough to find in Europe between the innocence of children and the workaday adult life. It is, therefore, perhaps free of certain mawkish assumptions that seem embedded in such a clear conceptual split that groups areas such as creativity, expression and freedom with learning as essential aspects of childhood, yet expects the same impulses to have been expunged in favour of hard work, obedience and responsibilities in adulthood. 

With a political cast, then, any discussion of play or games quickly leads towards revolutionary potential, on individual psyches as well as on society as a whole whenever it is deployed.  As Huizinga suggests, a relationship with play can be traced through all aspect of civil life if we look for it. Opportunities for games can be found every day by bending the rules that order our movements and routines. Artists may offer up a playful, joyful approach to our work and leisure time, it is by no means a less serious business, and one that can just as easily be co-opted by opposing forces. 

