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A Playground as a Site of Reality

Society has always had a complex relationship between work and leisure and the enmeshment in a cyclical
system in which technological advancements define many attributes. The characteristics of society help shape,
define, and historicize the spatial qualities of our lives and the experiences within them. Within this rubric, the
space of the festival and its devices are essential in transforming the individual and communal aspects of
perception. This contribution is a means to draw relationships within an idea of a technologically mediated
society, utopia, desire, and necessity by mapping the imaginary onto real-life examples that become tools for play
to occur beyond normality or stagnancy in the world. The large-scale project The Playground, designed by
Architensions and realised in 2022 for Coachella Festival, is an example of experimenting with the subjectivities
of homo ludens, utopia, and desire in the land of momentary paradise.

A Playground as a Site of Reality

La societa ha sempre avuto un rapporto complesso tra il lavoro e il tempo libero e I'inserimento in un sistema ciclico in
cui i progressi tecnologici definiscono molti attributi. Le caratteristiche della societa contribuiscono a plasmare,
definire e storicizzare le qualita spaziali delle nostre vite e delle esperienze al loro interno. In questo contesto, lo
spazio del festival e i suoi dispositivi sono essenziali per trasformare gli aspetti individuali e comunitari della
percezione. Questo contributo &€ un mezzo per tracciare relazioni all'interno di un’idea di societa tecnologicamente
mediata, di utopia, di desiderio e di necessita, mappando I'immaginario su esempi di vita reale che diventano
strumenti per il gioco al di 1a della normalita o della stagnazione del mondo. Il progetto su larga scala The Playground,
disegnato da Architensions e realizzato nel 2022 per il Coachella Festival, &€ un esempio di sperimentazione delle
soggettivita dell’homo ludens, dell’utopia e del desiderio nella terra del paradiso momentaneo.
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Vesper ¢ una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l'og-
getto illuminante non ¢ piu visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l'atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identifico nel pianeta
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione piu che un oggetto e privilegia il
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non ¢ qui accesa la luce
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere
nella penombra una possibilita nell’esistente.

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lita narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti,
privilegia I'intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell'immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. Larivista ¢ pensata nella sua successione di numeri
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneita, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero ¢ articolata in un insieme di
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni — editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio,
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario — mutano i riverberi tra
idee e realta, si accende I'intreccio tra evidenze concrete e
loro potenzialita, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’'ombra lunga.

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to
interpret the act of designing through tracing and reveal-
ing the movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified
in the planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and
the morning star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names
to the same star observed in different temporal conditions.
Vesper thus states a perspective rather than an object, priv-
ileging the condition that defines its status. Rather than the
sharp light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and prom-
ising a brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to
have a glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and
contaminations between different languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into
sections that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay,
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary.
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects,
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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A Playground as a Site
of Reality

In many periods of human evolution, the introduction of technological
innovation consistently transformed our subjectivities and ushered, in
parallel, the production of devices as proof of technological advance-
ments (Tafuri 1979, p. 42). Examples of these innovations were present-
ed in spaces such as the expositions of the late 19th century — the Crystal
Palace completed for the Great Exhibition in 1851, the Ferris Wheel of
the World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893 in Chicago, and the Tour
Eiffel exhibited at the Exposition Universelle of 1889. These examples
move forward with greater production and consumption, bringing ques-
tions to their categorisation, especially entangled with promoting new
building techniques for a modernised society (Crary 2002, p. 7). This
modernised society is essential where subjectivities and examples that
were pivotal in history come to the forefront and have implications for
other markers of progress. Scholars have identified that the fairs, festi-
vals, expositions, and other cyclical and ritualistic events were vital in
developing technological progress and exercising experiential freedom.
As Jonathan Crary calls them, these ‘sites of reality’ can be understood
as a platform of presentation, display, and experimentation, not only
with technology but also with the different forms of social interaction
between devices and people (7bid., pp. 8-11). It is in the sites of reality that
society experiences difference and allows itself to dream of the utopian
locus, its episodic flux of imaginaries that yield our many states of normal-
cy and other spaces. I argue that today, these sites of reality are seques-
tered spatial interventions primed for collective mystique, enjoyment,
and merriment, all transpiring away from normality. Still, their devic-
es, interventions, and objects inform the results of these sites of reality
where the spaces and events of our present time continue to demonstrate
the transformation of societies’ subjectivities.

The notion of otherness is vital for the sites of the festival and fair-
ground; these sites embody a simultaneity in and against social con-
structs and the locus of specific activities and hold tensions today within
these events. Heterotopia is a real place existing in reality, and Michel
Foucault defined heterotopia using ‘emplacement’ as a constant. In
actively borrowing this word, it suggests a structure placed with the
intentionality of purpose, and by understanding emplacement as a verb,
we find more valuable elements for denotative use. Emplacement has
the word place within it, evoking Jocus at its centre; we can derive many
concrete aspects from it. The placement of a structure on the land, which
in turn can transform the land into a site and vice versa and become the
placement of action that changes society (Foucault 1998, p. 176). This
promotes the notion that architectural interventions precede the land or
the presumption that emplacement ‘precedes the land’ itself (Allais 2023,
p. 5). The interventions include surrounding ones furthering the duali-
ty of architecture and land, emplacement, and site. Therefore, emplace-
ments do not supersede a site’s prevailing enhancement but anchor its
locus to a mode of tangible existence and further its complexities within
culture, transforming the individual subjects and objects that society cre-
ates. One example that aligns with this definition is the rotunda building
type for panorama painting of the 18th and 19th centuries, an emplace-
ment embodying a two-fold heterotopic status in the urban core and
periphery. On the one hand, it was a site of illusory techniques, manip-
ulating the user’s perception by borrowing the trained mind’s perception
of reality. On the other, as an emplacement, its location made it a het-
erotopia; we know what happens inside, but we cannot know until we
experience it. It was also found in expositions, fairgrounds, and festivals
to advertise and spectacularise its presentation modalities. The architec-
ture becomes a performance and helps ‘create cultural memories, a sense
of belonging’, all at the service of leisure (Pelletier 2013, p. 133).

The Coachella Valley Music and Art Festival — known as Coachella —
takes place at the Empire Polo Field in Indio, California, where there is
a clear distinction between the ritual of merriment and enjoyment rang-
ing from notions of devout practice to antagonistic satire. The Coachella
Valley is a site of otium where ‘retreat from urban life into a sort of feigned
liberty” and is linked to the normalcy of day-to-day life and work (Varriale
2016, p. 284). The pilgrimage to its site becomes the pious practice of otzum

Nick Roseboro

itself, where it is commodified as a venue of leisure in the desert by renting
cars, motorhomes, and forms of nomad domesticity. Coachella exists in a
place of immense domestic leisure, homes built for retirement communi-
ties, vacation homes, and all the services that sustain them. It is in this con-
text that my co-led design studio, Architensions, exhibited 7he Playground,
an architecture which aimed at employing the embedded homo ludens on
the festival site to counteract the normal spectator behaviour within a dig-
itally mediated experience. It was presented at the 2022 edition of the fes-
tival and was one of nine installations. The Playground was imagined as a
fragment of urbanity in the leisure context. The idea of play, amusement,
and collective enjoyment is expected with frolicking about the fairgrounds
and exploring desires away from the hustle and bustle of daily life.

A playground has many associations with children, but the notion of
play itself ‘is older than culture’ and technology changed how we play and
enhanced its dangers (Huizinga 2002, p. 1). Play has an important role
in society as it can define our cultural experiences through exhibition-
ism, communication, excitement, and aberrant behaviour of 2 moment
in time. There becomes a line between what is expected and what is not;
this is where play and fun can be misunderstood. The project had to
respond to these conditions and many installations and services support-
ing the festival. One installation at the festival, Spectre, functioned simi-
larly to the Tour Eiffel, allowing a heightened view of the festival grounds
through a spectrum of colour similar to Olafur Eliasson’s Your Rainbow
Panorama installed ARoS Aarhus Art Museum in Denmark in 2011. These
examples resonate with the notion of ‘architettura dello svago’ or the
‘architecture of the leisure’, where automation, leisure, and play occlud-
ed the imagination of many architects in the 1960s, namely Superstudio,
Archizoom, and Cedric Price, all responding to the prevailing technolog-
ical innovation (Mastrigli 2016, p. XXXVIII).

In contrast, The Playground was designed for social interaction and to
promote collective gathering, where ‘cultural experience’ is seen as an
extension of the idea of intermediate circumstances of play itself, which
wields a traditional experience but yearns for something unexpected.

The project comprised four grid-like structures with shapes suspended
within the grid. The shapes within the grid paid homage to ancient urban
types of leisure, such as the arcade, theatres, and parks, all suggesting a
space for collective gathering. Some surfaces were treated with mirror
film, an opaque colour, and dichroic film. The colours and surface treat-
ments aimed at promoting ludic activity in and around it. The mirror
film was applied to some surfaces, which would distort the individual’s
appearance, while the dichroic film had a similar effect, but having trans-
parent atcributes allowed for simultaneous reflection and translucency
ripe for interpretation. Benches and risers were designed to create famil-
iar piazza conditions to encourage gatherings and informal performances
and foster places for respite from the sun. The colour scheme was based
on cyan, magenta, and yellow and chosen as a familiar starting point
concerning an object’s surface or material versus its display on a screen.
Colour adjacencies were chosen for shapes while the grids remained
magenta or yellow and evoked the idea of the playground, a place for
fun, a space for togetherness with friends. As an architectural device, 7he
Playgroundbecame alandmark during the festival, a public plaza, a recog-
nizable urban context that would bring people together, an atcractor that
was contrasted with the allure of the music but could also interact with
the people differently. The result was fascinating: festivalgoers asking
each other to take their picture versus relying on the all-so-popular ‘self-
ie’ or direct physical interaction with the installation, like performing
the exercise of pull-ups or hanging upside-down on the grid framework
of the installation. The insertion of a pseudo-urbanity in the project led
to collective gathering but with a familiar experience where architecture
became a performance through its spatiality and materiality.

This is all to say that the device was also designed to counter a form of
the festival’s labour extraction, log-in labour, a contemporary transforma-
tion of clock-in labour initially used in factories and within the hegemony
of time management for efficient labour extraction (Frayssé 2017, p. 45).
The festivalgoers logged-in to their mobile devices and gave their labour
to promote the festival and all it offers. It influenced other individuals
and groups to become more interested in the event, the music, the instal-
lations, and the festival experience in a cyclical promotion strategy, all
in the free log-in labour of the festivalgoer (Orsini, Roseboro 2023, p. 58).
The festival obtained a momentary paradise, a site that was enclosed and
sequestered from its suburban context and the experiences that occurred
and were presented through social media platforms continued to trans-
form our subjectivities. The project aimed to use the metaphor of the city
as a locus of intertwined conditions and relations, which are full of devices
for the production to sustain life, such as the accumulation of architec-
ture, infrastructure, public space, and our collective experiences through
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