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Natural Play in natural Surroundings

Urban Childhood and Playground Planning
in Denmark, c. 1930 � 1950

The working paper takes its jumping off point in a proposal from 1937,
where it is suggested, that a family and children�s park should be estab-
lished north by Copenhagen - close to the woods and the beach. Ning de
Coninck-Smith views the proposal in the light of the history of the play-
ground planning and the discussion concerning what kind of play, that is
regarded best for the children.
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Natural Play in natural Surr oundings.
Urban Childhood and Playgr ound Planning in
Denmark, c. 1930 – 1950

Ning de Coninck-Smith*

Intr oduction

In December 1937 the dir ector of the Copenhagen public hou-
sing association F.C. Boldsen sent a proposal to the Ministry
of Agriculture for the transfor mation of the Cottage Park in
Klampenborg, north of Copenhagen into a family and chil-
dren’s park, Dyrehavens Familie- og Bør nepark . The details
had been worked out by the landscape gardener C.T. Sørensen
(1893-1979) in collaboration with the Copenhagen school-
teacher Hans Dragehjelm (1875-1948), better known as “the
father of the sand-box”.

Accor ding to their plan the park was to be connected with
the beach north of Bellevue via three bridges over the old
coast r oad. At the water’s edge they planned a lagoon, fed by
the salt water of the Sound, pr otected from the waves by a
high wall. Ar ound the lagoon lay an artificial sandy beach.

Inside the park itself connected gr een str etches were inter-
rupted by free-standing tr ees, smallish gr oves and bushes.
The play ar eas were concentrated in three cir cles ar ound a
paddling lake. Between this and the lagoon was a large fortified
area where smaller children could play after they had changed
into “play clothes” in the changing r ooms. The mothers and
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fathers could drink cof fee or beer in the shade of the per gola.
The r emaining area was divided up into a zoological park, a
nature park, pitches for ball games and an area for folk dan-
cing. On the slopes down towards the Sound people could
eat their packed lunches in peace and quiet. Just outside the
fence there were places for bikes and prams; there were local
train stations and trams within walking distance.

In the documentation they sent, Hans Dragehjelm ar gued
for the design of the park, saying that there  it

“would be possible for par ents with children of the common peo-
ple, at no gr eat expense, to spend their leisure time in safe
surr oundings, so that the children would find an outlet for their
natural urge to be “children of natur e”. I am thinking in particular
of the chance to play in open terrain, among tr ees and bushes,
and in close contact with small animals, to which children in big

cities in particular usually have no access.”

Sørensen’s and Dragehjelm’s plans for the Cottage Park were
about the interplay between the adult view of the nature of
children and the natural surr oundings and landscape in
which the children’s nature was to be expr essed. There was
thus more to it than aesthetics and social commitment; the
drawings testified at least as much to the views of the 1930s
about play and urban childhood.

The fate of the pr oposal

“The Children’s Paradise”, as Dragehjelm and C.T. Sør ensen
had called their pr oposal, was accor ding to the housing associ-
ation dir ector in line with a number of other ef forts to make
Klampenborg (also called “the Danish Riviera”) into “a Nordic
tourist and amusement centr e”. Among these ef forts were
the Hvidøvre Beach Park, the artificial Bellevue Beach, Stau-
ning’s Lawn (all from 1930, designed by C.T. Sør ensen in
cooperation with the ar chitect Poul Baumann, and with anot-
her archictect Arne Jacobsen as the man behind the bath-
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Perspective of the Children’s Park seen from the Sound.
(sour ce: Ministry of Agriculture Skdj. 6029, 1937).

Childr en’s park in Klampenborg (1: 5000).
(sour ce: Ministry of Agriculture Skdj. 6029, 1937).
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houses and kiosks), Arne Jacobsen’s complex of flats (fro m
1934) and the Bellevue Theatre  (from 1937), not to mention
the new beach r oad from Charlottenlund to Klampenborg ,
were planned to continue along the coast to Rungsted (1).
But unlike these initiatives, which were aimed at the well-off ,
motorized part of the Copenhagen population without chil-
dren, this pr oject was for carless families with children and
thus belonged together with the housing association’s other
home-building pr ojects for families with many children.

The Cottage Park had taken its name from the series of
small buildings that the ar chitect M.G. Bindesbøll had de-
signed in the 1840s for the Klampenborg Spa, W ell and Bat-
hing Institution. The institution was ravaged by fire in 1923.
After the Ministry of Agriculture had bought the ar ea, in the
autumn of 1937 the institution - despite many pr otests - was
doomed to demolition (2). But already in the years before this
the Cottage Park had attracted the attention of the planners.
In 1935 the Cooperative Architects had suggested a fenced
complex farther back and a r estaurant in the area down
towards the beach. The plans for the r estaurant were  s ti l l
being aired two years later, just as the pr oposal to tear down
the detached houses along the coast r oad Strandvejen below
the park in or der to extend the Bellevue bathing area to the
north was aired at r egular intervals.

The allotment garden system that already existed could
become too cr owded, thought the housing association dir ector;
but the citizens of Tårbæk, neighbours to the Cottage Park
thought this was not necessarily true. Via the parish council
and the houseowners’ and sports associations they took up
the cudgels against the project. No one wanted the r estaurant,
or a park that would become a “Dyrehavsbakke No. 2”  (Dyre -
havsbakken is a big amusement park not far of f). The House-
owners’ and Local Authority Association demanded com-
pensation for the financial loss that they thought the closure
of the spa institution with its fashionable bathing envir onment
would mean for the shopkeepers of the fishing hamlet. They
wanted the northern part of the park appr oved for housing
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projects, and a Tårbæk station to be built as part of the coastal
line. The sports association favoured a “lar ge-scale sports
ground”  at the southern end of the park towards the water
with r oom for tennis, badminton, football and athletics - for
the benefit of the locals in their everyday life and the Copenha-
geners on Sundays (3).

In the heat of the debate the poor Copenhagen children
from big families slid into the backgr ound. The grandiose plans
ended in a beach shelter for the excursions of the Gabriel
Jensen excursion or ganization. But the tennis club had its
grounds expanded and two of the old pavilions survived: one
as a restaurant on Stauning’s Lawn, the other as private r esi-
dences in the middle of the park. The park was kept in its ori-
ginal English-garden-inspired style with winding paths, spec-
tacular vantage points and large gr een lawns. No one talked
any more about tearing down the villas on the Tårbæk coast
road.

The Cottage Park and its backgr ound

1. Play, the population question and traff ic.

W e can only guess why the Dyrehaven family and childr en’s
park was taken off the drawing-board and later consigned to
oblivion; the documents at the Ministry of Agriculture at least
give us no explanation (4). Perhaps it was the r esistance fro m
the Tårbæk citizens that made the diff erence; per haps the
initiative-takers behind the planning of the Klampenbor g-Bel-
levue area - Naturf redningsfor eningen  (the Danish “National
Trust”), and the Gentofte and L yngby-Tårbæk local authorities
- thought that it got in the way of their plans for an open view
of the Sound and the pr eservation of “decidedly Danish  natural
amenities”.

At any rate it is certain that the idea of a Dyr ehaven family
and children’s park had not just come out of the blue. Since
the 1880s the Copenhagen City Council had at r egular inter-
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vals discussed the issue of children’s play amenities in the
city. An incr eased density of built-up ar eas and increasing
traf fic again fed the debate from the end of the 1920s when
new services for the children of the city saw the light of day,
such as sleighing tracks, roller skating rinks, paddling pools
and paddling beaches (5). If we disr egard the roller skating
rinks, these innovations had gr own out of a wish to get city
children in contact with nature but in an urban framework.
Not nature-nature, but city-nature. Sør ensen and Dragehjelm
wanted the same, but in a more radical version.

For centuries there had been a concern with childr en’s
play - a dual attitude to play as an expression of the primitive
nature of the child on the one hand, and as the child’s own
path towards lear ning and adulthood on the other. The late
1800s saw gr eat adult involvement in childr en’s right to be
children and to play, and thus a dissociation from other
versions of childhood, where adult life and the child’s life,
work, lear ning and play dovetailed more imper ceptibly into
one another; if for no other r eason, because play r equired not
only the desire to play, but also space and time. The healthy

The proposed building in Cottageparken.
(sour ce: Ministry of Agriculture Skdj. 6029, 1937).
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childhood was r ooted in play, so it was far from a matter of
indiff erence what children played, where they played and with
whom. The same was true for the playground founders of the
inter -war years, but in the light of the new child psychology,
functionalism and the planning optimism of the period, the
straightforward moralizing of the turn of the century had been
replaced by common sense, str ongly colored by a firm belief
in the cr eative nature of the child. Playgr ound planning had
become an element in the art of social engineering with kinder-
gartens and other pr eventive child care .

In the 1930s children’s play was to be natural and was to
take place in natur e-like surr oundings. This has three con-
sequences for the playground planning of the day.

- First, nature was imported to the playgr ounds. The plan-
ners drew inspiration from the fields, meadows, forests and
beaches of agrarian society, and from the manse and manor
gardens.

- Secondly, the playgr ound was designed in accordance with
the individual nature of the child. Allowances were to be
made for the children’s ages, gender and social back-
grounds, and there was to be more scope for what children
themselves might think of doing.

- And thirdly, the planners made ef forts to make the play-
ground a natural - in the sense of inevitable and indispen-
sable - element in the life of all city children.

Sørensen and Dragehjelm drew on their own separate sour ces,
and in the inter -war years these became more and more plenti-
ful. The “cultural-radical” ideology with functional and socially
aware ar chitecture, and early Danish child psychology both
placed play at the centre of childr en’s development. Both sour-
ces were given a str ong boost by the interest in the population
problem, an inter est that came to Denmark from Sweden,
where the Myr dals predicted that only better housing and li-
ving conditions for the general population would reverse the
falling population tr end. In 1936 Alva Myr dal wrote the book
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City Children,  which became very important in the cultural-
radical discussion of city childhood and motherhood. In her
view women’s dual employment was the pr emise on which all
future planning would have to build. Rational planning could
prevent women having to choose a job rather than mother-
hood, and would let them manage both. So the strain had to
be taken off the mother in the home by collective cooking and
washing, and functional and easy fur nishings. The children
were to go to institutions for the mothers’ sake, for their own
sake and for the sake of society. In the institutions there was
plenty of r oom for play, and playing with other children socia-
lized children and developed them as individuals. In pr ofessio-
nal hands they would not fall victim to the mothers’ “unre -
flecting, haphazard upbringing” which down thr ough the ge-
nerations had led to “malaise, mental disturbance, degeneracy
and criminal tendencies,  maladjust-ment and inef ficiency,
bitter ness and social unr est” (6).

In Denmark the population was not falling as much as in
Sweden, but infant mortality was higher than in the other
Nordic countries. In 1935 the Danish parliament set up a po-
pulation commission, which among other things r ecommen-
ded state support for housing for big families, mater nal bene-
fits, and the expansion and pr ofessionalization of infant care
and the kinder garten ar ea. Apart from the Act on state Support
for Housing of 1938, the Act on District Nurses from the
previous year and the expansion of the National Council for
the Unmarried Mother and Her Child in 1939, the work of
the commission only bore fruit after W orld Wa r I I.

It was not only the relatively high infant mortality that for-
med an obstacle to the sociopolitical ef forts to check the falling
population. The number of traf fic accidents in which children
were involved was also striking. Children had always been
injured in traf fic. The 1930s - as far as it is possible to judge
from uneven statistical material - repr esented the culmination
of a development that went back to the mid-1870s. Since
then the figures for childr en’s accidents in Copenhagen alone
had increased four fold - a development that closely parallelled
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the entry of the car into the urban scene. Unlike today, when
children are mainly injured as cyclists or as passengers in
cars, in the 1930s they were mostly injured in traf fic accidents
while they were playing or just happened to be on str eets and
pavements. In the 1930s the traf fic accidents were more con-
spicuous than today, because far fewer cars were involved in
far more accidents involving personal injuries. But the number
of children killed and injured was smaller than in the 1990s.
In 1935 for example 888 children under 15 were involved in
traf fic accidents (39 of these were killed) - one per 146 cars.
In 1991 the number was 935 children under 14 or one for
every 2032 cars (with 45 killed). In the optimistic spirit of the
age it had to be possible to plan one’s way out of these pro-
blems: traf fic instruction in the schools was one way - another
was playgr ounds (7).

2. Functionalism and childhood

The 1930s was a time of economic crisis, yet a lot of money
was spent building for childr en. And it was har dly a coinci-
dence that it was the cultural-radical ar chitects who were
particularly pr eoccupied with the space of childhood. In the
hope that the gr owing generations could build up defences
against the swing to the right and Nazism, the ar chitect Kai
Gottlob designed two schools for Copenhagen City Council
with the mottos “Count the light hours only” (the Katrinedal
School in V anløse from 1934) and “You should always know
the way the wind blows”  (the School by the Sound on the is-
land of Amager from 1937-38). These were “aula” schools, in-
spired by Ger man functionalism, situated in lar ge, green park-
like ar eas that could be used for teaching, botanizing, play
and ball games, where consideration for children’s health
during the schoolwork was given pride of place. The light pou-
red in through the large south-facing window sections, and
there was no skimping on the number of water taps. For the
School by the Sound a special fr esh-air school was built for
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Copenhagen children with poor health. When the weather
permitted, the classr oom walls could be pushed aside, and
you could literally have teaching with open doors. But the
design of the school was also deter mined by “culture centre ”
thinking. In the new suburbs of the town the school was to
function as the rallying-point for childr en, young and old,
and for that purpose an aula was necessary (8). The day-care
area too attracted the inter est of the ar chitects. The formal
inventiveness was far less here: quiet, r egularity and cleanli-
ness dominated the planning, but scope was pr ovided for play
indoors and outdoors, as in the ar chitect Poul Henningsen’s
day-care institution at Dehn’s Laundry in Gladsaxe (1938) or
the ar chitect Edvard Thomsen’s day nursery at Utterslev fro m
1940. The institutional buildings looked like the apartment
or rowhouse buildings of the day, in view of the wish to make
the institution like a second home for the children (9). The
housing construction took form in large r owhouse pr ojects
like Emdrupvænge or the large blocks in Amager and Bispe-
bjerg. The homes were full of light, and functional with small
kitchens, short corridors and room for childr en’s games in
the childr en’s r oom or in the nearby playgr ounds.

3. What kind of nature is good for children?

It was within this ar chitectural climate that C.T. Sør ensen’s
and Hans Dragehjelm’s Family and Childr en’s Park belonged.
Their models came from Ger many, England and the USA (10),
but for several years both had been concerned with the play-
ground issue. Dragehjelm intr oduced the sand-box in Den-
mark in 1907 and was later the man behind four ministerial
ci rculars (1918, 1923, 1925 and 1935) on playgr ound fur nis-
hing (11). Since 1925 Sør ensen had arranged 5-6 environ-
ments for public housing associations. He described his expe-
rience of this in 1935, for example, in an article on apartment
block gardens in the jour nal Arkitektens Månedshæfte . Søren-
sen thought that natural play - and thus the best play - worked
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best in natural and rural surr oundings. In the city a large
sand-box - at least 50 cubic metres - stood for the beach; a
paddling pool for the sea; a continuous grassy area encir cled
by bushes and winding paths represented the meadows, the
open fields and the quiet forest glade. The children should
preferably also have the opportunity to keep animals. The
farm landscape was to stimulate the children’s imagination
and their potential for self-expr ession. In the countryside chil-
dren had all the r oom they could dr eam of; in the city the
planners had to make an ef fort to cr eate large continuous
areas between the houses. Roses, nice flower beds and front
gardens were a waste of space. They grew at the expense of
exuberance and cr eativity. In that case, dandelions and hog-
weed would be better.

Sørensen was not an opponent of playgr ound equipment,
but he wanted it limited to the things the children liked best
- that is, see-saws, swings, sand-boxes and “special asphalted
places for drawing squares and spirals for the childr en’s games
and hopscotch; one could also imagine special walls with black
plastering where the children could have a legitimate outlet
for their urge to write and draw” (12). Instead of play equip-
ment he wanted to give the children tools and building mate-
rials, and this led him to the “junk” or adventure playgr ound.
The idea appeared for the first time in the book Parker og
Parkpolitik  (Parks and Park Policy) from 1931, but was stated
more specifically in the above-mentioned article, where he
wrote:

“Finally we should pr obably at some point experiment with
what one could call a junk playground. I am thinking in term s
of an area, not too small in size, well close off  f rom its
surroundings by thick gr eenery, where we should gather,  for
the amusement of bigger childr en, all sorts of old scrap that
the children from the apartment blocks could be allowed to
work with, as the children in the countryside and in the
suburbs already have. There could be branches and waste
from tree polling and bushes, old car dboard boxes, planks
and boar ds, “dead” cars, old tyres and lots of other things,
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which would be a joy for healthy boys to use for something.
Of course it would look terrible, and of course some kind of

order would have to be maintained; but I believe that things
would not need to go radically wr ong with that sort of situation.

If there were  really a lot of space, one is tempted to imagine
tiny little kinder gartens, keeping hens and the like, but it would

at all events r equire an inter ested adult supervisor ...” (13).

But not everyone was equally enthusiastic about Sørensen’s
ideas. The parents complained that the children got dirty in
the sand-box and wet in the paddling pool; other residents
would rather have r oses than childr en, see-saws and swings.
Only one of the 5-6 paddling pools that C.T. Sør ensen had
helped to plan since 1925 had survived the criticism. All the
others had been tur ned into enclosed flower beds. All the sa-
me Sørensen thought that “paddling pools should be pushed
through in spite of the protests of a few childless cur mudge-
ons; there is no point in denying the children the gr eat plea-
sure of playing with water” (14). In Sør ensen’s world garden
and playgr ound were all one - like the manse or manor gar den.
If each block had its own gar dener, he later wrote - as the
manor had in the old days - many of the practical pr oblems
of cleaning, maintenance and care of the gr ounds would
disappear, and there would also be the potential for communal
greenhouses and the keeping of domestic animals (15).

C. T. Sørensen’s and Hans Dragehjelm’s proposal was not
only a sign of the times; it also had old r oots. Closest was the
holiday or ganization Gabriel Jensens Ferieudflugter, which
started in 1901 as a social-educational initiative for the school-
children of V esterbro in Copenhagen. The holiday trips lasted
one or two days, and the distance and the availability of public
transport were crucial. Klampenborg and Charlottenlund,
along with the lake area Damhussøen, Skodsborg and Jægers-
pris, all just outside Copenhagen, were the favourite excursion
destinations for the first few years. Other similar examples
were the summer camps for “delicate children”  which also
belong to the turn of the century, and holidays for Copenhagen
schoolchildren, which started after the cholera epidemic in
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1852. The aim of the older initiatives was a mixture of physical
toughening and a wish to let children sense and experience
nature. There was also an element of criticism of the city and
al l  i t represented, and a good deal of National Romanticism.
The children were to become familiar with the Danish
countryside with the fr esh sea br eeze on the open beach and
the spr eading beech tr ees.

In contrast to these initiatives, where nature was per ceived
as having suf ficient, even unlimited nurturing r esour ces on
which human beings could draw, Sør ensen and Dragehjelm
wanted to shape the landscape so it became child-friendly.
Children were to experience nature, it is true, but they were
also to be pr otected against rain, wind and storm, waves and
curr ents. The tr ees were to be felled, the bushes thinned, the
lawns were to be laid out to allow for wear, nature was literally
to be a space for children running and playing. But nature
was also to be pr otected from the children, the animals were
to be fenced in and a supervisor was to be hired.

However, nature in itself was not enough; there had to be
play equipment - but pr eferably for med from natur e’s own
materials and appealing to the child’s cr eativity like the sand-
box and the climbing-tr ee. While Sør ensen and Dragehjelm
may have thought that they knew best in many issues r elated
to playgr ound fur nishing, they were pr epared to concede to
the childr en’s pleasure in swings, see-saws, slides and r ound-
abouts.

Earlier times had seen the children as the pr oblem; they
were unhealthy in mind and body, and this was manifested
in an urge to destroy and a lack of r espect for nature and
everything to do with it. Sør ensen and Dragehjelm turned
the issue of children and nature on its head and made nature
the pr oblem: it was not child-friendly enough. Behind this
reversal was partly a diff erent view of the nature of the child,
partly a br eak with the idea that children were children.
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4. What kind of play is good for children?

One of the central figures in the discussion of the child in the
1930s and 1940s was the psychologist Anne Marie Nørvig
(1893-1959). In a number of popular science books and as
editor of a parents’ corr espondence column in the magazine
Børn, Alle Forældres Blad  (Childr en, the magazine for all
parents), which appeared between 1937 and 1952, she disse-
minated the latest insights of the period into the nature of
the child. Her attitudes were for med by American and Con-
tinental developmental psychology in which resear chers like
Arnold Gesell and Charlotte Bühler played pr ominent r oles.
The developmental psychologists gained their knowledge fro m
observations of ordinary childr en, and they were particularly
inter ested in the smaller children and their games. The urge
to play was instinctive, and play was the child’s lifestyle, the
dynamo behind all human development. In play the intellect
of the child matur ed, the child lear ned to learn, to work and
to function socially. Nor mality was r ooted in play, or in Anne
Marie Nørvig’s words from the book Det sunde Barn  (The
Healthy Child), published in 1940:

“But play is not only a preparation for the work of the adult, it
is also an absolute condition of the child’s continuing to be
mentally and physically healthy. A child who does not play as
soon as it is possible to play is either ill or badly nurtured,
and in both cases we have to find the causes preventing the
child from playing and r emove them, whether they are har mful

to physical or mental health”.(p. 66)

This in the view of developmental psychology play on the one
hand had a value in itself, and on the other a value r elated to
the norms and values of the adult world. In the educational
debate it was particularly those aspects of childr en’s play
that furthered intellectual or work skills that were inter esting
- this is above all clear in Piaget’s work. For the same r eason
educational expertise r ecommended constructive toys, sand-
boxes and junk/adventure playgr ounds. That these were
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mainly activities that had the adult male engineer as their
model was something no one bothered to think about.

Inasmuch as nor mality was r ooted in play, it had to be a
task for society and par ents to ensure children the best
conditions for playing the games that were in accor dance with
the nature of childr en. It was not enough that they required
space, time, playmates and the right clothes. One also had to
decide which games were most in harmony with the child’s
nature and promoted the desired nor mality. Since Darwin it
had been a widespr ead view that human development went
through a number of stages echoing those thr ough which the
species had moved from the primitive towards an ever-higher
stage of development. Children this had a natural urge to be
natur mennesker  (“natural human beings”, i.e. primitives or
savages) as Dragehjelm wr ote in his application to the Ministry
of Agriculture; so they love to build dens, climb, fight, throw
things and hunt. These were views that the leading educatio-
nalists and psychologists of the day such as John Dewey,
Stanley Hall and Ar nold Gesell all supported.

The theories about the childr en’s urge to be like the ances-
tors of humanity took material form in the adventure play-
ground in Emdrup, which was inaugurated in August 1943
as part of a housing pr oject with 719 lar ge-family households.
At first up to 900 children a day came to the playgr ound; la-
ter the figure stabilized between 200 and 400 depending on
the season. A shortage of construction material in the war
years made dugout dens popular. But this was in r eality quite
in accor dance with the nature of the childr en, for “the adven-
ture playground is an attempt to give the city child a substitute
for the play and development potential it has lost as the city
has become a place where there is no space for the child’s
imagination and play. Access to all building sites is forbidden
to unauthorized persons, there are no trees where the children
can climb and play T arzan. The railway station gr ounds and
the common, where they used to be able to fight great battles
and have strange adventur es, does not exist any more. No! It
is now not easy to be a child in the city when you feel the urge
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to be a caveman or a bushman”, as the first supervisor of the
playgr ound John Bertelsen wr ote in an article in the building
jour nal Bygmesteren  in 1946. The same philosophy was
behind other almost contemporary pr ojects like Hulebyen
(Cavetown) in Br ede from 1956 with the landscape ar chitect
Erik Mygind as the initiatior, and H.E. Langkilde’s “Negro
Village”  in an old gravel pit in the school park in Gladsaxe
(16).

In the developmental psychology of the 1930s the environ-
ment played a far more positive r ole in the understanding of
the development of the child than it had done in the early
child psychology of the turn of the century, which was pr eoc-
cupied with heredity and degeneration theories and with the
physically and morally har mful influence of the envir onment
on the child. W ith the envir onment followed an inter est in
the interplay between children and parents and between
children and their playmates. T ime and time again the psycho-
logists r epeated that children play best in gr oups, and are
best served by being with other children. Children were born
democrats by nature and social-mindedness was best deve-
loped in play with other childr en. “A child without playmates
is an unhappy child because it does not experience the plea-
sure of frolicking ar ound on an equal footing with the playma-
tes from whom it learns to r espect the laws of the gr oup,”
wrote Anne Marie Nørvig in Det sunde Barn , quite contrary to
the child experts of the turn of the century who had urged
parents to keep a watchful eye on the movements of their
offspring. But the parents did not have to worry; they were to
“trust to the healthy nature of the child and their own
nurturing abilities”. If the child still chooses a friend the pa-
rents do not care for, “then it must be a comfort to them that
at least with their nurturing they have helped to pr ovoke the
child’s urge to learn naughtiness” (69-70).

Since Rousseau tur ned his back on the city and had Emile
brought up in rural surr oundings, the debate about the up-
bringing conditions of city children had been coloured by a
nostalgic longing for the childhood in rural society. Rural



19

childr en’s games were described as more authentic, spontane-
ous and simple - and thus truly childlike, unlike the artificia-
lity and unhealthiness of urban childhood, The town planners
of the 1930s did not have the same distaste for the city -
rather the contrary. In their view the modern and the urban
were two sides of the same thing. It was thus not a matter of
killing off the town, but of making it a qualitatively better
place to be for young and old. Instead of year ning for a past
that was no more, innovative thinking was necessary. The
efforts of the inter -war years to drag nature into children’s
play in the city continued after the end of W orld War II,
personified in the ar chitect Max Siegumfeldt’s work for the
Copenhagen City Council. Even more  f i rmly than Sør ensen
and Dragehjelm he asserted in 1945 that play in the city is
something other than play in the country, because city
children are diff erent from children in the countryside.

“The street has a gr eat allure for the children - it is where things
happen - and it is a difficult matter for a playgr ound to compete
with the str eet, which for many of the children of the city has
become their playground tradition. The countryside and the rural
envir onment that we who come from the countryside think the
children miss so much is for most of them something quite unr eal.
They regard a building site as the gr eat outdoors, and the work
on the building site as something far more  real and significant
than the far mer’s work on the land. The childr en’s play r eflects
the work of the adults and the society of the adults - children
play at the life they know and see ar ound them - and we will not
get city children to accept the games of country children and

play with stick-cows and stick-horses” (17).

Others in the period claimed that city children particularly
needed calm and peace, places where they could r elax

“with a book under a shady tree while others again just need to
close their eyes and listen to the buzzing of the insects and the
noise of a faraway tram...they must take a r est from the many
impr essions, from str essful schoolwork, a tiring city square or a
noisy little br other. Like adults, they have a need to be alone
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now and then, to get away from making decisions, to be free of

others and to simply go off and wander about by themselves,”

as the supervisor of the Playgr ound in the Copenhagen park
Fælledparken, Thea Bank Jensen wr ote in an article in Arkitek-
ten  in 1952 (18).

The or dinary playground in the Copenhagen of the thirties
was an angular, asphalted or gravelled area on which a sand-
box had been set up, as well as a see-saw and a couple of
swings, a water tap and benches on which the mothers could
sit (19). The playgr ounds had long since been given this form
so the children would have space for ordered games like ball
games and singing games, and so that the city’s patr olling
policemen could keep an eye on what was going on. In the
playgrounds of the future things were to look quite diff erent;
the gar den was to be the model, not the gym; the placing of
the trees and bushes was to ensure that there would be room
for group games and for the individual child to be left in peace.
The turn of the century’s concern with children’s destructive
urges and its fear of what children might get up to when the
adults were not there had been r eplaced by the belief in chil-
dren’s intuitive exploratory and cr eative nature (20). “The de-
structive urge ... could ... just as well be called constructive
play”, as Anne Marie Nørvig put it in Det sunde Barn .

These thoughts were made more specific in a planning
competition for the playground of the future held by A-5 , a
periodical for young architects. A general tendency in the
proposals received was the wish to concentrate the institutions
of childhood from crèche to adventure playgr ound ar ound a
green park-like area that could also be used in the family’s
leisure time.

During the war the expansion of a number of playgr ounds
began, with a tendency towards the play park principle. The
playing and leisure lawns supplemented the familiar sand-
boxes, paddling pools, r oller skating rinks and play equipment
in the parks Fælledparken, Enghaveparken, Nørrebr oparken
and Sundbyvesterparken, and in 1939 women playgr ound
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supervisors who were trained kinder garten teachers were
engaged for them. Their work consisted of lending out play
equipment and initiating games, and they were to make sure
that the children did not bother one another and were not
bothered by adults. The idea of having supervisors (they were
called “play aunts” and “play uncles”) had alr eady been
practiced at the playgr ounds of the Copenhagen Playgr ound
Association ar ound the turn of the century. Their r eappea-
rance on the urban scene now was due to the fact that the
playgr ounds were planned in accor dance with both super-
vision and welfare considerations. This was also how Drage-
hjem and Sør ensen saw their Cottage Park, where they wanted
“a fairly limited area where par ents who per haps wanted to
take a longer or more strenuous walk could leave the children
under the supervision of a play aunt or a play uncle...” The
reports from the play aunts just after the war showed that in
those years 261,000 children came in the summer, and
138,000 in the winter to the city’s 108 playgr ounds. Nature
had become an institution, part of pr eventive child welfare
(21).

“Park” and “parking” have the same etymological r oots,
and the emer gence of the new children and family parks was
also meant to provide a place where the par ents could park
their childr en. In the Cottage Park, accor ding to the plan,
there was to be “a fairly limited area where par ents who per-
haps wanted to take a longer or more str enuous walk could
leave the children under the supervision of a play aunt or a
play uncle...” (22), and this parking principle gradually became
more and more marked. The childr en’s free time in the city
had become a pr oblem with the cessation of child labour - for
the youngest children - and with the mothers incr easingly
getting jobs; but also because the functionalist “comradeship
marriage” ideal of the period thought it was important that
the women had time to themselves, to engage in sport and to
read, and to be with their husbands (23).



22

Nature as ar gument

The playgr ound planners of the thirties and forties were clearly
aware that city children were diff erent from country children
and always would be. Another characteristic of their ef forts
was that they distinguished between the play of small and
bigger children. The diff erence between boys and girls concer-
ned them less; they planned for boys and now and then spared
a thought for the girls, when it came to playhouses and flowers
and hopscotch. They kept their faith that the child of nature
benefited most from being in natural surroundings, but this
“nature” had to be shaped in terms of the childr en’s nature .
And they had the belief that nature was not only found in the
countryside; that it could be found (again) in the city. To that
end they r evived forms of play that children had known since
time immemorial: games in the gravel and the gutter, in the
open spaces of the city, the str eams and canals; forms of play
that urban development and civic or der had criminalized, but
which now re-emer ged in more civilized - and more natural?
- forms.

The playground visionaries of the 1930s and 1940s thought
they had a monopoly of the natural and the healthy, and
were not to be daunted by other views, whether they came
from the doctors or the parents. The par ents were ignorant,
for example, when they complained that the children came
home dirty from the adventure playgr ound, where they were
in general allowed to make a “shameful mess and muddle”.
They did not grasp the connection between the child’s playful
nature, health and - not least - normality.

Thus talk about the nature of the child can be used as an ar-
gument for wanting the best for the child and for not being
able to see that others also want the same.
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