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Every abstract picture of the world is as impossible as a blueprint of a storm. 

Tomas Tranströmer 

 

Beauty of Play started as an idea at a conference – if people enjoy connecting and 

talking about play and playwork, how can we encourage more of that? The current 

format of long sessions with reflective breaks – with a few prepared provocations – 

works for most people. The ‘shabby chic’ of camping and the wonder of the Hayes 

help bring people together for a weekend of camaraderie and sharing where most 

people are happy to lend a hand or tell a story. 

This year’s theme, The Dark Side of Play emerged in a year of change for many play 

people. The change of government in 2010 hit the sector hard; money was cut, jobs 

went, projects closed – and yet of course! – children still played. This year’s 

facilitators responded to the call in varied ways, exploring the theme through 

physical, emotional, cultural, creative, intellectual, experiential, sexual, spiritual and 

archetypal ways. Simply being around such a gathering of talent and ideas was 

rewarding; engaging in debate, experimentation and challenge was wonderful and 

inspiring in equal measure – as one delegate put it: ‘This year was extraordinary’. 

Every year I am truly grateful to the facilitators, those that support workshops and 

the venue; without their generosity this event would not happen. They give their 

time freely and so make it possible for BoP to be the best value two-day playwork 

event in the UK. That many judge it to be the best two days is a happy bonus. The 

team from Meynell Games, led by the Shoeless Goblin himself, are the backbone of BoP 

– quietly setting up spaces for chat and play and fire – contributing massively to the 

Saturday night fire and performance event. 

And as lovely as the Hayes is with its ‘dilapidated charm,’ Susie Dadd adds to it with 

her willow weavings, welly boots and wild flowers; it really was a magical day when 

our paths crossed – BoP would not be the same without her. 

The following report can only offer a shadow of what we discussed and experienced 

– so here are the thoughts and comments that were shared before and after, with a 

few images to remind us all. 

 

 

Perry Else: Ludemos  
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Special thanks to: 

 Rose Coyne and the community for letting us play so freely at the Hayes 

 Susie for making it all so beautiful  

 Millie, Jane and Cath for the lovely food 

 Meynell, Midah and Tilia, Lynne, Joel, Tony (Liam and Polly) for the site 

preparation, fire, chai and other hardwork 

 The presenters for their dark deliberations 

 The delegates for sharing and contributing to the spirit of BoP  

 Everyone for making it such an inspiring, enjoyable and playful event 

 

 

 

 

The Beauty of Play 2012 will be 7-9 September; the theme will be The Essence 

of Play – we will examine and explore the ‘real’ meaning of play, its core, its 

spirit – the soul of play. 

 

 

Let’s go for it. Jumping off cliffs is much more interesting than jumping off a table.  

Terry Gilliam (2011) 
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Everyone who attended The Dark Side of Play was asked to comment on the event, 

what went well and soon. This section shows their responses. There are also papers, 

notes and photographs of the various activities. 

 

Three words that summarise the Conference for you: 

 One dark adventure! 

 Different, surprising, nourishing 

 Enchanting, magical and mesmerising 

 Everyone willing to take part 

 Eye-opening, exhilarating, inspiring 

 Friendly, inspiring and fun 

 Friendly, Provocative, Funny 

 Productive, reassuring, and enjoyable 

 Really good 

 Relaxing, Challenging, Fun 

 Thought provoking 

 Well organised 
 

 

The individual parts of the Conference: 

 

Activity  Comments from delegates and others 

Perry Else and Julia Sexton The Dark 

Side of Play 

An introduction to the theme of this 

event and the weekend.  

This is also your chance to get to know 

some of the people you will be with over 

the weekend. If you do not want to join 

in the activity, please make that clear, 

and leave space for those who are taking 

part; there are other rooms for you to 

use. 

 

 It set the pattern for the weekend for me. I 

spent a lot more time talking to people in 

small groups this year. 

 First evening session was a good 

introduction to the weekend – and meeting 

new people 

 At the start, we heard stories, which were 

really interesting, and of a rather... dark 

nature. They were at times shocking, but very 

relevant and true. This was again thought 

provoking and challenging, and I just wanted 

to hear more.  

 It would be nice in whatever the opening 

workshop/ceremony is if there was an 

opportunity where we could share examples 

of play/playwork/personal experience and 

perhaps hold on to those examples for the 

rest of the conference and use them as part of 

the learning journey.  

The provocation for the Dark Side of Play is 

shown below 
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Activity  Comments from delegates and others 

Susie Dadd   Do you know about 'esprit d'escalier'- the 

spirit of the staircase – the thoughts that 

occur to you five mins after you need them? 

The person I forgot to thank on Sunday was 

Susie, our environmental enchantress. BoP 

and the Hayes, as good as it is, would not be 

magical without her hard work, so this is a 

feeble attempt to make up for my omission. 

Thanks Susie! 

 

Millie Else         

Jane Kearley  

Cath Warwick  

 Plenty and such great cooking (will have to 

be quicker next time as missed the crumble)  

 Millie is an excellent cook and provides 

meals that you would be pleased to be served 

in a restaurant 

 Loved the Luscious Lentil Soup! Millie excelled 

herself this year! 

 I think Beauty is a famous for its food as it is 

for its ambience. 

 Food/drinks; Brilliant.  

 Food was great apart from the ‘no meat’, so 

when reached home I found myself grabbing 

some meat just to make up for it. 

 Excellent, and the provision felt very 

hospitable and convivial 

 Excellent – especially the drinks that were 

shared! 

 AMAZING! Especially the Greek Salad  

The food was lovely and always plenty of it 

thanks again to Millie and co.  

 Amazing! Cannot believe the quality or 

quantity of food and drink on offer. Everyone 

helping to prepare, cook and clear away for 

communal meal times was a wonderful 

experience. It made you feel comfortable, 

accepted and responsible for the state of the 

manor. Really loved meal times, for the food 

but also for the amazing conversations that 

were had around the tables. If only all meal 

times could be like this back in ‘real life’. Big 

fan of the constant availability of Earl Grey 

and Marmite for helping yourself!  

 

Meynell and Team Gnomes in the wood  Very well thought out session, such a lot of 

prep work to make it very fun and 

interesting. Have already explained the game 

to colleagues who would like to try it. 
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Activity  Comments from delegates and others 

 I loved the game of gnomes in the wood on 

the first night, and got a real buzz from each 

of the workshops I attended 

Gathering for facilitators to explain 

sessions 

 I really liked the time given before to 

summarise the workshops – I think that 

helped people to make choices, though this 

year it was such a cornucopia, it was very 

hard to choose I think. 

Maggie Fearn If I was a monster.....  

To playfully discover our monstrous 

selves, exploring the myths and legends 

of woods that scare us. 

We’ll be dressing up, mask making, 

making up games and sharing our 

favourite frightening stories. 

 Good session a lot of thought used in making 

our ‘monsters’. Great range of materials 

available. 

 I found out surprising things about myself in 

this workshop 

 Some of the sculptures from this workshop 

are shown below 

Ali Wood, Jess Milne  

Children’s Sexual Play – Natural or 

Dark? 

To explore how children play with their 

emerging sexuality and what the role of 

the playworker might be in this context. 

We will look at ‘normal’ sexual 

development, discuss real-life scenarios 

and stories, explore personal attitudes 

and consider the range of roles and 

responses by playworkers. 

 I really enjoyed this workshop, despite 

having chosen it based on the fact that it was 

the one with which I felt least comfortable. It 

is a topic I haven’t actively considered during 

my time as a play professional, and it was 

nice to be given the opportunity to discuss 

this difficult topic with other professionals. 

Jess and Ali were very knowledgeable on the 

topic, and were incredible trainers. It has 

made me feel a lot more confident in 

discussing any issues I have surrounding this 

subject with colleagues, and feel that it is 

perfectly acceptable to bring up this subject 

to understand better the thresholds my 

colleagues have in dealing with sexual play, 

and voice that of my own. 

 For me, this was the most challenging 

seminar/workshop. It was the one I felt most 

awkward with which is why I chose to come, 

and I’m really glad I did. Some of the things 

discussed triggered off thoughts in my own 

mind, to be honest of really bad memories. I 

truly believe through this though, I now feel 

more comfortable discussing and thinking 

about things that a lot of children experience, 

which is absolutely essential to me. I enjoyed 

listening and sharing stories, hearing 

people’s perspectives, and learning 

shocking(!), yet incredible, information. 

Sexual play may be a taboo but it is certainly 

relevant, a really interesting topic and a 
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Activity  Comments from delegates and others 

brilliant seminar. I had to quietly chuckle to 

myself at the end; a lady in my ‘discussion 

group’ asked if I was OK as I’d stayed really 

quiet< I told her that I just enjoy listening. 

This is true, but in reality it was because I 

couldn’t get a word in edge ways  worth it 

though! Really thought provoking.   

 Really made you think about stuff in 

different ways as well as having a good laugh 

about it, pity there’s not more training to 

make playworkers more comfortable in 

talking about it. Would definitely be good to 

have something to follow on from this next 

year or maybe be introduced at the 

Eastbourne conference 

 Good, a topic worth exploring 

Ali and Jess’ report is shown below 

Jane Flood Baba Yaga and other crones 

Fearful fascination with witches and 

crones 

 Was brilliant and enthralling (Crone from 

Wirral) 

 Holding the session in the yurt added to the 

magic that Jane brought to the tale of Baba 

Yaga. 

 

Stuart Lester, Bridget Handscomb, John 

Fitzpatrick  

Disturborama! 

To explore, experiment and play with 

disturbance, discomfort and being in 

control of being out of control. 

Taboos, toilets and tarantulas; bogies, 

bums and bullies; shame, shocks and 

schadenfreude – these are a few of our 

favourite things...........  

Sharing ideas, feelings, experiences 

through discussions and stories and, if 

we can get it together, a quest. 

 Those bloody Goblins were scary – well done 

to the facilitators – great ideas 

 This was brilliant!!! What an exciting and 

original concept. I felt utterly petrified and 

excited and challenged all at once. 

Throughout the experience I was constantly 

thinking how much the children and young 

people I work with would enjoy it too and so 

am currently exploring the possibility of 

running a similar workshop myself. 

 Excellent introduction to Brian Sutton-

Smith’s work on the parody of emotions in 

play. Very thought provoking and led me to 

research journal articles by Sutton-Smith in 

the American Journal of Play to explore the 

ideas raised more. Loved the interactive 

Goblin based quest<slightly very disturbed 

by someone putting a black bag on my head 

and putting me in the shower room and then 

being asked about this in the workshop and 

saying how that wasn’t part of the session!  

 Fun and scary 

Stuart, Bridget and John’s report is shown 

below 
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Activity  Comments from delegates and others 

Meynell and Team  

Playing on the ‘dark side’ 

A look at the types of play that exist on 

the ‘dark side’ and discussing the whys 

and wherefores of them and how we feel 

and respond to them. 

 Brought us back to earth making us think 

about children and their play, are people 

wrong in saying it’s not play when they hurt 

or upset another child. I have already used 

bits from this workshop within my practice. 

 Interesting ideas, some I didn't agree with – 

we had a good argument. My dominant left-

brain craves clear and watertight definitions 

– more fool me! 

Some ideas from the workshop are shown 

below 

Eddie Nuttall Dark Matters 

If we do not make space for the aspects 

of play that deal with fear, that explore 

the uncertainty of each given moment, 

and that manifest imagery that is 

considered taboo or inappropriate by the 

institutions of society, we are denying an 

integral aspect of the lifeworld of the 

child, and are in effect, propagating a 

form of maladapted, ‘disassociated 

playwork’. 

The show that Eddie used is shown below 

Clare Hein The Living Book 

An opportunity to become an ‘author’ 

telling people about the story of your 

living ‘book’ – your life, your passion, or 

a chapter you consider significant. 

‘Readers’ will borrow a living book to 

listen to the story and then delve deep 

into the text, exploring motivations and 

challenging views. 

We all have stories to tell that are 

fascinating to others, be they ‘routine’ or 

life changing. Get to know others better 

or explore the dark side of play though 

dialogue, it’s up to you.  

 Quieter session, but very thought provoking, 

really made me think about ‘dark’ play and 

its role in our settings. 

 Have used this with my students already 

 An interesting new idea 

So the living book works like this. You are the 

‘author’ telling another person about the story of 

your living ‘book’ – your life, your passion, or a 

chapter you consider significant. The subject 

matter is up to you, but ‘Play on the Dark Side’ 

and what this means for you in the broadest 

context would be great.  

The ‘reader’ will borrow you for 30 minutes. You 

need to be ready to talk about your subject and 

then open a dialogue that will explore your ideas 

going rapidly into deeper places with your 

reader.   

Once the 30 minutes is up, you will have a few 

minutes before being taken out by another reader 

and the process will start again. 

To help the readers decide what ‘living book’ to 

borrow, please write your book title, name of 

author and blurb on the separate paper 
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Activity  Comments from delegates and others 

provided.  

Neville Buttery Fire Sculpture  Excellent. A practical session for personal 

and use with others. The session was a lively 

introduction to the importance of fire, the 

process of creating fire sculptures in different 

locations, tips and tricks and involved 

creating our own sculptures which we burnt 

on Saturday evening. Loved this session, 

learnt loads!  

See images below 

Meynell and Team, Jane Flood 

Singing and Storytelling 

Fire and Chai 

 Saturday evening was just amazing how 

everyone just comes together as one group 

chatting, singing and playing, the whole 

atmosphere was entertaining and thought 

provoking 

 I really, truly enjoyed Saturday around the 

campfire. It was lovely to chat to people I 

hadn’t got round to talking to, was hilarious 

being completely sober watching others not 

so much<:P The campfire was brilliant, 

loved the magnesium powder! Was great to 

see the fire sculptures, the stories and riddles 

and songs and jokes were lovely, and was a 

lovely, a perfect way to end the day. I really, 

really enjoyed it! Thank you!  

Joel Seath The Devil Within  Having not been any good at poetry before I 

found myself out of my comfort zone, but the 

way the workshop was presented I quickly 

picked things up and ideas were soon 

flowing. 

 I chose this workshop as I felt it was rather 

out of my comfort zone in terms of the 

writing of poetry. I thoroughly enjoyed the 

concept of ‘wild-minding’ and have been 

looking into it further since returning from 

the conference. Joel was excellent at holding 

the space, made it feel very comfortable and 

safe and so allowed for some rather serious 

and interesting discussions to take place. I 

have, since returning, run the workshop with 

some of the young people in my community 

and they thought it was utterly wonderful. 

I’m so glad I got to experience this workshop 

and adapt it for them as I felt totally inspired 

after taking part.  

Joel’s report is shown below 
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Activity  Comments from delegates and others 

Jacky Kilvington ‘We don’t play like 

that here’ 

To explore the relationship between 

playworkers and children who are 

playing in ‘dark’ ways. Is it any of our 

business? 

We will reflect on, and in various ways 

explore, issues associated with the 

socializing role that playworkers 

intentionally or unintentionally play in 

relation to children and their dark play. 

Are there benefits to children playing in 

ways that are mean, hurtful, unfair, 

belittling, embarrassing, stereotyping or 

isolating to other children and if so who 

benefits and what are the benefits? Do 

the benefits outweigh the deficits or vice 

versa? Does the very presence of adults 

alter this type of playing and if so in 

what ways? Should playworkers ignore 

this type of play behaviour, or intervene? 

How should they intervene? Who would 

benefit from this intervention? 

 Jacky’s session was a brilliant exploration on 

the theme of relationships and the raison 

d’etre of the ‘playworker’. Her use of acting 

out scripts was a great way to expand and 

provoke discussion. 

 Jacky talked interestingly about when we as 

adults should intervene in children’s play. 

With some of our fellow delegates she 

produced a play which looked at 

circumstances where it was necessary to 

intervene. Her presentation and the play 

provoked a lively discussion among the 

people who attended her session. 

 Intervention with Jacky; this one was brilliant 

also. Heh, I was ‘made’ to come after being 

asked by Jacky if I would do some ‘acting’ 

and then being told I could say no but she 

had been told I’d be up for it< didn’t really 

have a choice but I was really chuffed I was 

thought of and that I could help  

 The ‘acting’ part of it was really good. We all 

had a script of a scenario where I was being 

bullied by J and N, and Jacky was the 

playworker. We then had to act according to 

what the rest of the group thought Jacky 

‘should’ or ‘could’ do next, so it was 

complete improvisation which kept me 

completely thinking what could or should 

happen too. A brilliant session and took a lot 

from it. 

 Very interested in the method of theatre in 

the round that Jacky used to act out and then 

replay a situation that could be taken apart. 

Would like to explore this in relation to 

multi-modal observation. Interesting ideas 

about mean play, whether there are potential 

benefits for all players involved in dark play 

and links to Sutton-Smith, Manchester Circles 

and Bronfenbrenner. 

 

Tony Delahoy Feel the fear and do it 

anyway (Jeffers 1987) 

An experiential exploration of deep play 

linking experiences to theory, including 

emotional regulation, existential 

exploration and resilience. This will be 

your chance to stretch yourself on 

 Experiential learning leading to some 

interesting reflections about how we work 

with children. Good fun (though I ached 

from falls the next day!) 

Tony’s report is shown below 
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Activity  Comments from delegates and others 

emotional and physical levels – it should 

be fun and you will survive! 

Julia Sexton Dead Dog Wood 

Deep in the woods at the Hayes, strange 

lights have been seen flickering at night, 

unnaturally tall figures have been 

glimpsed and unearthly groans have 

resonated across the land. Somewhere in 

the woods lies untold wealth and 

treasure but it is guarded by the spirit of 

Dead Dog – or that is the story the 

children told. 

Many treasure seekers have entered 

Dead Dog Wood to find the hoard but 

none have ever returned.  

Do you dare follow? 

 Saw M in a new light as Peg Leg Jake! 

 

 

I liked and got a lot out of each of the presentations I attended: If I were A monster, 

Crones and other…, The Human Library, The Devil Within. I also liked the Bonfire a lot. 

 

Please list the positive points of the Conference: 

Comments from the flip chart: 

 As good as ever; I’ll be back, the Crone from Wirral 

 Awesome  

 Best time I’ve had for ages 

 Brilliant! Fun 

 Fantastic weekend 

 Great conversations and workshops 

 Lovely people, beautiful setting 

 More of this sort of thing 

 Plenty to think about ‘til next time 

 Stunning Saturday evening fire under the moon. Love love love. xxx Thanks 

everyone; you make it what it is! 

 Thanks to Cath and Jess for helping me put up my tent – much appreciated 
 

 The theme this year was an inspired choice. It was challenging and fascinating in 

equal measure and provoked some memorable sessions and conversations. Very 

brave of you Perry, and very successful. 

 All of the workshops were very informative and allowed for some wonderful 

discussions about practice and theories that affect us all on a day to day basis. I 

gained some insight into issues that affect practice and gained some hints and tips 
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on how to address these given the wealth of experience of other individuals at the 

conference. It was great to chat during communal meal times and around the fire 

on Saturday evening with like-minded people who really care about children’s 

play opportunities. I loved the game of gnomes in the wood on the first night, 

and got a real buzz from each of the workshops I attended. Workshops and 

discussions prompted the development of some ideas for working with children 

and young people and how to promote discussions with colleagues around topics 

that have previously proven difficult or problematic. Really enjoyed the overall 

feel and atmosphere of the conference and felt very relaxed and sad to leave. 

 Being emotionally challenged by some ‘close to home’ teachings.  

 Cuddles from Cath 

 Cuddles from Cath and Jess together 

 Cuddles from Millie 

 Generally: A wonderful opportunity for us all to come together again at the end 

of the summer. A brilliant mix of relaxation, challenge and immersion. It revives 

and refreshes me. Each year it gets better.  

 Having the time and space to reflect and discuss our Playwork. 

 I just love it – Interesting house, grounds, people, chats, workshops, camping and 

campfire opportunities 

 Informal conversations with people, sharing ideas, excellent workshops, excellent 

food, magical location, and enchanting environment (with all of Susie’s additions) 

 Learning new things, hearing other people’s perspectives. 

 Meeting everybody again, old and new 

 Meeting new and old friends<. 

 Meeting new people, forming relationships and seeing people I’d not in a while.  

 Nev’s nuttiness 

 Participative, friendly, mind-expanding, fun, no PowerPoints 

 Saturday evening was just amazing how everyone just comes together as one 

group chatting, singing and playing, the whole atmosphere was great  

 The people, camaraderie and openness. 

 The relaxed atmosphere and the freedom to mosey in to whatever you wanted, 

pretty much when you wanted. 

 Well organised and yet informal – plenty of time to talk with other delegates and 

also to benefit from the thoughts of some excellent speakers. 
 

Please list the things you’d like us to improve/change: 

 I can’t think of anything to change. It went very well, I think. 

 I enjoyed the conference immensely and feel the only ‘criticism’ I could offer is 

that it didn’t last long enough! I found it very difficult to choose workshops to 

attend as each one sounded so interesting. 

 I really liked the time given before to summarise the workshops – I think that 

helped people to make choices, though this year it was such a cornucopia, it 

was very hard to choose I think. 
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 I wasn’t happy about being pushed and pushed into getting up around 

campfire when said no over and over, I happy to be asked once or twice but 

really didn’t feel comfortable with being dragged up in front of everyone. 

Would be different if dancing I.e. cha cha slide etc. maybe could do next year. 

 It would be lovely to have another conference under canvas perhaps in the 

late spring 

 More towels to dry hands on by the basins 

 Nothing I thought it seemed to flow organically. So much so that suddenly it 

was Sunday and we were packing up. So unless you know how to slow down 

time so I can savour it all more then no. 

 One suggestion, maybe include a list of the participants with their contact 

info. 

 While from time to time the loose format means that things don't work out, I 

think this is a price that has to be paid for the atmosphere that makes the 

conference unique and enjoyable. Experimentation means there will be duds 

from time to time – that's life (and certainly that's play). 

 

Cost  

 Absolutely reasonable. As I paid what seems ages ago, I didn’t seem to notice it to 

be honest.  

 As every year, I appreciate the exchange very much; it means I can afford to 

come. 

 Bargain! Totally worth every penny, plus some. Cannot believe there is an early 

bird option to the conference too 

 Good value – especially the ‘early bird’ 

 I didn’t pay but I still think that BoP is excellent value for the money 

 I think I should be paying my way more? 

 Very good value for money. Such lovely, freshly prepared food and good 

facilities. 

 Very reasonable, but I would appreciate a rough breakdown of how the income is 

spent on food, equipment, premises, facilitators etc and also how much help and 

resources is given for free 

 Well worth the cost just for the networking. 

 

Information given  

 All information well presented and appropriate< not too much ‘bumf’! 

 Great info – still got lost on my way though! 

 This was great. I liked having the information sent when we did. It helped me feel 

prepared and ready! I knew where to go and as much as one could from their first 

time, what to expect.  

 Very clear. I really liked that the workshop presenters explained their workshops 

before each session. 
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 Very informative, thrilled to meet so many like-minded people and to gain from 

the wealth of experience of people present. Facilitators delivering workshops 

were brilliant, very knowledgeable on their chosen subjects and open to 

discussion and questioning. As well as this, individuals who were not facilitating 

workshops provided equally beneficial information and were keen to engage in 

conversations about their experiences. Information given on the conference in the 

information pack before attending was clear and friendly, and everything needed 

for the weekend was clearly communicated. Likewise information on necessary 

changes throughout the weekend was made clearly and was always available on 

notice boards if needed, though there were often people on hand to ask anyway. 

 We were well informed before the conference and during it 

 Would be good to know if others are going from same area to share lifts to avoid 

so much on cost of petrol. [Ed: we have tried this before without much success] 
 

Camping  

 The campsite was peaceful and I slept well 

 It was great with a blow up mattress – what a difference 

 I love camping so this was great for me! 

 I can’t say I love camping, but on this occasion was really never an issue. Due to 

the availability of the manor house for meals, all things personal hygiene related, 

and workshops, and also the woods and fields time spent in tents was minimal 

and so no problems arose. If anything it was nice for everyone to head off to their 

tents together, and I’m sure contributes to the low cost. 

 Great fun  

 Good fun, always enjoy being under canvas 

 For me, this was a big part of what sold the conference to me. I love camping and 

I think it makes the whole experience more memorable. The space was great and 

added to a really unique experience. 

 

Facilities 

 Only actually attended one session! 

 Just enjoyed the atmosphere and the conversations around the table / at the fire / 

by the kitchen sink / in the tent < etc. 

 Fine! Was ideal for the situation we were in. As I’ve said before really...it just 

worked.  

 Excellent, there have been some great developments like the domes in the bottom 

field and the new path. 

 Dilapidation part of the charm. A small practical point – more pegs and shelves in 

the shower rooms would have been helpful 

 Didn’t use the showers, but everything was fab. 

 Could do with a daily clean towel in the wee shower in main corridor – I might 

bring a few next year if I remember. Rooms are beautiful 

 All facilities were of a high standard and served their purpose well. 
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 Adequate for camping 
 

Venue  

 The venue was wonderful. The manor house was a brilliant location for indoor 

workshops and allowed for development of some interesting activities. Field and 

woodland were also excellent locations which allowed the theme of the weekend 

to take on new meaning for everyone involved and generated some very thought 

provoking discussions. 

 The venue is stunning. Such a great use of space. Everything was really close to 

everything else and this helped go from workshop to workshop. Very sociable 

space, really liked it.  

 Such a lovely property with everyone taking care of the surroundings 

 Lovely and comfortable 

 Lovely – enjoyed going into the woods in the dark  

 I love the Hayes and how it has been evolving especially over the last year. The 

location is very special; it is the highlight of my year. 

 Hayes is a beautiful place to be and with the rooms and the extensive grounds, 

including the woods and the stream there are endless opportunities for 

adventure. It is also easy to get to on public transport. 

 Fabulous 

 Beautiful spot. Would love to return next year. 

 Beautiful and tranquil (apart from the scary Goblins) 

 Magical – a feeling of The Lost Domain (Alain Fournier) – I expected to see it 

vanish in a puff of smoke 

 

Any other comments? 

 First of all thank you once again for organising such an inspiring, refreshing, 

cooperative and astonishingly far reaching and effective gathering of fabulous 

people. 

 Wow! What a great way to network! Thank you for all the hard work you put into 

Beauty of Play it really did pay off, such a range of workshops which were equally 

as good in different ways. Saturday evening was just amazing how everyone just 

comes together as one group chatting, singing and playing, really was a great 

weekend. Thank you once again. 

 What a great conference. Very enthusiastic bunch of people and such a good mix 

of experiences thrown into the mix. Really, really want to go next year!!!! 

 Thoroughly enjoyed the whole weekend and looking forward immensely to next 

year’s conference. I intend to recommend it highly to my colleagues and friends 

who are also play professionals as I have found it so very beneficial to my own 

professional development. Thanks so much for the experience, it was really 

wonderful! 

 Thanks again Perry. I know that organising this conference will have been 

draining for you but selfishly I really appreciate it.  
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 Thank you for all your thought and effort which made it a superb conference. 

 Thank you for yet another great ***** weekend [Ed: I think that means five stars!].  

 I was glad to be part of this conference. I think it will be a highlight of my stay 

here in England.  

 Coming away from Beauty has left me feeling inspired and revived. 

 As ever, Meynell and his team ‘did one better’ – magic! 

 Another great Beauty of Play. Less people did not in any way lessen the 

experience. It was lovely as ever. 

 Also you said about the winds picking up to 70 mph, well in our car after 

dropping someone off we got lost and ended up down these very narrow roads 

just wide enough for a car eventually after 6 and a half hours I was home, but was 

so worth it... The weekend was one big adventure and it just kept getting darker.  

 A much needed weekend of reflection, with a bunch of fantastic people! 

 

 

‘Each year I feel a little more present, and connected. I am so proud to 

be involved in Beauty. 

‘This year was extraordinary.’ 

 

  



The Beauty of Play 2011 

 17 

 

© Perry Else 2011  

 

Everything has at least two sides; different perspectives that reveal the essence of the 

object, the feeling or attitude we are interested in. What would day be like without 

night? Summer without winter? The individual without society? The opposite of 

what we wish for helps reveal the boundaries of our desire – in games we like to be 

chased but not always to be caught; the last chocolate in the pack tends to be the 

sweetest and the one most savoured. And so it is with play; while it is often 

celebrated for its benefits, play also has a dark side, which according to our 

viewpoint may be seen as silly and troublesome, naughty and cruel or dangerous 

and deadly. 

Play should be a process, done for the pleasure of the moment yet it often creates a 

product as well. It should be freely chosen by the player, yet if we don’t play what 

the others want, we’ll be playing on our own (Sutton-Smith 1997). The manner of 

playing should be decided by the child, but often is shaped by the environment or 

resources available. And play should be engaged in for its own sake, yet for the most 

part, adults make the rules in an aim to direct, limit or constrain playing – ‘Rules are 

one way in which adults are able to adopt positions of power in relation to children’ 

(Grieshaber and McArdle 2010:60).  

In society there are many rules that affect children playing, from the obvious, ‘Keep 

off the grass’ to the subtle, ‘You can go outside when you have finished your 

tea/homework/chores’ – permission is given but at a price. Numerous rules apply in 

many situations; the home, the friend’s home, the street, the park, the school, the 

after school club, the religious centre, the medical centre, the art gallery. It’s no 

wonder that children get confusing trying to remember what is ‘allowed’ where. This 

results in two opposing responses in children: ‘The over-protected child assumes 

there must be terrifying things out there if he needs so much protection and lives in 

fear’ (Philips 2005:61), yet ‘The child’s freedom... depends upon being able to treat 

orders and instructions as though they were also hints and suggestions; as open 

invitations rather than merely prescriptions’ (Philips 1998:90). Children need to break 

rules when growing up in order to find out where the edges of the frame are, both 

physically and psychically; they need to play with people, situations and the things 

they find. Without exploring, challenging and mastering the world around them, 

they are not fully alive nor can they truly understand how it all works – ‘Playing is a 

very serious activity that is part of our survival mechanism in the human world’ 

(Jennings 1995). 

This exploring is not scientific, it happens when it happens and in surprising ways. 

As a society we tend to look at things in a binary manner – in terms of black and 
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white, yes and no, past and future – but reality is much more complex than that. 

Children are amazingly adaptable at subverting the ways things should be done:  

... on what is, for them, a most uncontrolled and unpredictable existence. If 

children are subject to a mysterious adult world where the control – if not the 

meaning – of events is often beyond them, they re-assert their power in play. 

(Bates 1999)  

Whether this assertion is considered good, helpful, challenging, naughty or dark is 

first and foremost assessed by the playing child, but also by those around them. 

There are many forms of play where children like to feel the thrill of being alive. 

Toddlers enjoy the ecstasy of the swing, shouting ‘Higher, higher!’ to the parent 

pushing them. That same thrill leads to climbing higher, riding faster and, 

eventually, to bungee jumping, parkour and other extreme sports – often without 

any safety equipment or crash mats. Sadly in our society children are too often 

‘banned’ from troublesome play that’s even slightly challenging for, ‘It’s too risky for 

staff, in that play could get out of control and children might be hurt’ (Grieshaber 

and McArdle 2010:61). 

Toddlers also like the thrill of hide and seek, the magic of seeing things appear and 

disappear at will. Of course as children get older they understand that magic is not 

real, yet are still drawn to dark corners, secret drawers, cobwebbed rooms or caves 

where secrets are hidden and ghouls and monsters may appear. This fear of the 

unknown echoes the darkness within us all that Jung called the shadow, the part of 

ourselves that we chose to keep hidden from the world for fear that they see how we 

really are. Yet paradoxically, Jung also said that we all needed to let out the shadow 

from time to time, to let it see the daylight, and to come to see it as a healthy part of 

us as, ‘The less it is embodied in the individual's conscious life, the blacker and 

denser it is’ (Jung 1938). We need the dark in order for us to know what the light 

looks like. And of course one person’s worst nightmare is another’s favourite dream. 

For some, appearing on stage is the highlight of their week, for others it’s to be 

avoided at all costs. Playing roles can be seen as ‘healthy’ and funny if it’s in play or 

on the stage, but as criminal if it results in pretence, deception or fraud; once again 

we need to know the rules – and stick to them. In society, rules are the glue that aims 

to make it all work, the sense of roles and rights, place and responsibility. Woe betide 

the person who exposes the game for what it is or who dares to speak out for what 

they believe in – the naughty chair or time out awaits, or more seriously the prison, 

or the asylum for those who really don’t fit. 

We try to agree on the things that should not occur in ‘decent’ society; we set laws 

and policies to prevent nepotism, bullying, bigotry, race hate and violence. Yet often 

these policies do not work in society  or with children – ‘Just you sit down and think 

about what you’ve done,’ overheard in a child care centre as a member of staff 

addresses a three-year old accused of ‘stealing’ something from another child. Does 

the child learn about the nature of right and wrong, or how to behave when shouted 

at by an adult – or how to ‘borrow’ when no one is looking? (If only we could sit the 

bankers in a corner and ask them to think about what they have done.) 



The Beauty of Play 2011 

 19 

Without peeking at the dark side of life from time to time, how will children learn 

how to protect themselves, how to develop resilience in the face of adversity? 

Playing helps to build resilience through developing regulation of emotions, 

attachment to peers and places, stress response systems, emotional health through 

pleasure and enjoyment, and physical health. (Lester and Russell 2008) 

It’s by being angry that we know what satisfaction feels like, being alone helps us 

know friendship, by visiting strange places that we know where home is; by being ill 

we appreciate our lives and abilities a little more. And what is normal anyway?   

Susan Grieshaber and Felicity McArdle (2010:29) say that, ‘Ideas about what is 

natural in children are selective. They are a conglomeration of science, tradition, 

history, culture, and other ideas. And they vary across time and place.’ In the 

western world, children are protected from the dark side of life, from harm whether 

physical or psychological, while in the rest of the world, children grow up without 

adults, caring for siblings, living in the street or in the forest using knives and tools, 

playing with and using fire – actions that are banned or considered irresponsible in 

many homes and settings in capitalist countries. Taking risks, playing with the 

elements of the world, exploring limits – it’s these actions that help us adapt to a 

hostile world; ‘Play is training for the unexpected’ as Marc Bekoff puts it. 

And what of the darkest corners of all? Being left out of the game, being picked on? 

Exploring sexuality, exploring sexual difference and deviance – do these have a place 

in ‘good’ play? 

Grieshaber and McArdle tell of an event that took place in a children’s setting with 

three girls playing ‘Cinderella’ and a fourth watching from the sidelines. The helpful 

practitioner negotiated for the fourth to join the game and it continued for over 45 

minutes. The teacher, for that was the practitioner, asked for a review of the session 

and the three girls animatedly told of their exploits as Cinders, the prince and so on. 

The fourth child was silent, so the teacher asked; 

‘Who did Lulu play in your game?’ The girls quickly glanced at each other 

again, and one girl explained while the others looked at the floor: ‘Lulu was 

the piece of paper that was in front of the fireplace, collecting the cinders.’ 

Lulu nodded.   

(Grieshaber and McArdle 2010:28) 

Was this dark play? It would seem that Lulu was not part of the game, yet she 

quietly colluded in playing the role of the piece of paper – ‘Lulu nodded’. It might be 

that her original interest in the game was enhanced when she was ‘invited’ to join the 

game by the teacher. Or she may have felt intimidated by the animated actions and 

familiarity of the others into a passive or subservient role, we can’t know. The 

researcher records that the girls ‘looked at the floor’ – an act of contrition in many 

cultures, yet they had happily played for 45 minutes with Lulu in the role of a piece 

of paper. What would happen in the game was to be repeated, would Lulu be 

elevated to the role of Cinders? Not likely.  
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And what about sexuality?  This is an aspect of play that is very rarely spoken of in 

practice as it can be a ‘taboo subject’ and is often annihilated (stopped) or adulterated 

(changed) by the adults present in the play frame (Else 2009:57). Adults may feel 

embarrassed or threatened by children who are exploring their bodies and their 

gender and, ‘The grownups tell them that they need to know about something else; 

and they need to know about something else – call it culture – to distract them from 

what they are really interested in’ (Philips 1998:23). So where is the darkness here? Is 

it in the children exploring and trying to make sense of their feelings and desires. Or 

is it in the actions of the grownups, burying the child’s needs under layers of 

respectability and propriety so that questions go unanswered, perhaps to re-emerge 

later as repressed feelings or extreme deviance and perversity? 

The individual grows up in the society to which they are born; each society has 

corners that escape the bright light that is created by the dominant values and beliefs. 

It is only natural that children seek out those dark corners to see what's there, facing 

the bogey man and getting stronger by sticking a tongue in his general direction. 

 

© Perry Else 2011  
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Disturborama! – Stuart Lester, Bridget Handscomb, John Fitzpatrick  

Back into the Badlands: A highly disturbing workshop  

 

A scary, and for some a possible scarring journey that featured shared acts of courage 

and heroism as the group bravely ventured into the realm of the gruesome goblins, 

carefully carrying some precious seeds of joy through the dark passageways of the 

goblins’ kingdom to finally restore happiness to the land. A perilous quest indeed 

and one that may carry some traumatic memories for many who dared to face the 

terrors presented by the Shower of Doom! 

The overall aim of this session was to playfully explore the emotional content and 

context for play, drawing on ideas from Brian Sutton-Smith. The journey was 

designed to create situations in which ‘playing the game’ generated and parodied 

human primary emotions (anger, fear, sadness, disgust, shock and joy) by 

introducing and mediating these with the controlling influence of secondary/social 

emotions of courage, bravery, resilience and comradeship. It is worth noting that five 

of the six may be seen as ‘negative’ emotions and mark signs of unease or 

disequilibrium within the organism, the sixth, namely joy, can be seen as a sign of the 

smooth running of the system, i.e. not simply survival but survival with well-being 

or a ‘score composed in the key of pleasure’ (Damasio, 2003: 137). 

Primary emotions are evolved survival processes that enable organisms to 

unconsciously (non-cognitively) respond to a range of environmental/bodily stimuli 

and react in ways that are likely to maintain the integrity of the system. These ancient 

systems have a key role in the vertical integration of neural activity through the 

transmission of neuromodulators across all brain regions. Primary emotions are 

influential in shaping higher cognitive processes – and as such challenge the 

traditional accounts of seeing cognition as the supreme achievement of being human 

and that emotions are things that get in the way of rational thinking.  

Extending this, Sutton-Smith’s (2003) basic premise (crudely stated) asserts: 

 Primary emotions are still needed in survival emergencies – but may not be 

helpful in many everyday encounters with others. 

 Because of this, primary emotions need to be exercised (which is what 

happens through play). 

 At the same time, primary emotions need to be kept in check within the newer 

social emotions.  

This results in a tenuous connection between different expressions of play and their 

emotional underpinnings: 
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Primary emotion Play type 

Anger Attack, compete, insults, gangs, mean play, spoilsports, 

contests, duels, taunts and teases, insults, jeers etc. 

Fear Gambling, games of chance, deep play, risk taking, dares, 

horror stories, roller-coasters, etc. 

Shock Surprises, tricks, hazings, booby traps, magic, 

explorations, word play 

Disgust Obscenities, toilet humour, gross jokes, graffiti, etc. 

Loneliness Initiations, secret rituals and languages, dens and shelters, 

parades, parties, etc. 

Joy Peak experience, central person games, flow, etc. 

 

Sutton-Smith (2003:8) continues, ‘the crux of the play problem then rests in trying to 

comprehend how play can involve the expression of emotionally consequential 

feelings without the direct experiencing of these emotions’. Having posed this central 

question, Sutton-Smith then explores ways in which this occurs in play through the 

controls that players bring to bear through routines and rules, and a shared sense of 

playfulness that establishes the non-real element of the emotional content. Somewhat 

paradoxically, players display the opposite of what the basic emotions might 

suggest; rather than being scared, players show courage and bravery and so on. 

We hope that a little of this became evident from undertaking the journey and that 

the excitement and fun generated through the ‘parody’ briefly established a 

time/space in which emotions are more vivid and there was just greater satisfaction 

in being alive! 
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If I was a monster...  Maggie Fearn  

 

Playing with fear. 

A group, exploring ‚what scares me?‛ 

 

A sense of place...  

on the edge  of... 

a woodland, a stream, a field. 

 

Imagined landscapes. 

 

Intensely private 

personal images, 

 

Feelings, 

translated 

 

through materials 

and  

the acts of making 

 

connecting with narratives that may, 

or may not, 

be archetypal. 

 

Locate those feelings 

In your body 

 

Move and make from there. 

 

Translate the materials into image 

From that place in your body 

 

By-pass thinking 

 

Allow that creature into the light... 

 

Maggie Fearn September 2011 
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A Goblin. No face. A head that turns all the way round.  

Bedraggled hair. One claw arm. 

  

Christina Rossetti: Goblin Market 
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I thought she was my friend. But one day I caught a glimpse of her glancing. 

The nastiness, something hidden behind the niceness. 

I was much too afraid to be her friend after that. 
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Things with wings. 

This one has teeth. 
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The witch, the hag. She who lurks on the edges.  

She spits and hrowls, and will lick you if she likes you.  

She doesn’t care.  

Afraid to go past her; scared of offending her.  

 

The elder-witch... Scritch scratch on the dark windowpane. 
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The Slender Man. He doesn’t speak. His lips are sewn together.  

He creeps and prowls. He follows you.  

There’s a symbol that shows he’s been there.  

The one here isn’t the real one. I was too afraid to make that. 
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A being, so hideous, but desperate for human contact. 

Coming out of the woods. No hands, but twigs, reaching out. 

Mouth wide, gaping; silent howl like The Scream. 

 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein 
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Made of all the things that scare me. 

Being alone in the woods. Silence.  

 

Above all, death...  

And the creatures that live off dead and dying things. 
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Playing on the ‘dark side’ - Meynell 

 

Flash mobs: an example of dark play in public spaces... 

 

Dark play: play based on deception and subversion, in which some players 

may not even be aware they are playing, or in which there are no 

metacommunications that ‚This is just play.‛ 

(Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind 1972) 

 

Dark play occurs when contradictory realities co-exist, each seemingly capable 

of cancelling the other out. 

Richard Schechner (Between Theatre and Anthropology 1975) 
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Children’s Sexual Play – Natural or Dark? – Ali Wood and Jess Milne 

 

We have been researching over the last few years, the whole rather ‘taboo’ subject of 

children’s sexual development, and how this is expressed in their play, together with 

adult responses to this.  We have been collecting stories from adults willing to give 

them to us (anonymously or otherwise) of a) their own childhood experiences of 

sexual play, and b) current anecdotes from their practice of how children are playing 

this all out together with the consequences of adult intervention.  It’s not an easy 

subject because most adults naturally respond with a large safeguarding bell and 

also because as adults we usually interpret children’s vocabulary and experiences 

through an adult lens, rather than the child’s. 

As a result of all this and the swiftly changing and technological age we live in, we 

have concerns as follows:- 

 Children are getting blamed and their behaviour misinterpreted – some 

getting reported and investigated for nothing (and other children who might 

genuinely need referral are being missed) 

 Sexual abuse has become the ‘ultimate trauma’ thereby creating a culture of 

victims rather than survivors and minimising other forms of abuse 

 Playworkers are not getting the right sort of training to properly equip them 

to know whether there really is cause for concern about sexual abuse or 

whether children are just playing 

 The drive to protect children can also erode children’s rights – to ask 

questions, to experiment, to be heard, to have a say...  

 Playworkers are not treated as professionals/partners by others (social 

workers in particular) and often their knowledge of children is often 

disregarded or seen as irrelevant 

 The potential role of the playworker as ‘witness’ or therapeutic agent is 

misunderstood and not supported or encouraged 

 Children are getting most of their sex education from pornography 

 

And we have a lot of questions – some of which we explored at Beauty of Play:- 

 What constitutes ‘normal’ sexual play? 

 What’s the difference between sexual play and sexual experience? 

 Should sex education/advice/info be part of the playworker’s role? 

 What is the legal position of a playworker advocating for/supporting 

children’s rights in these issues? 

 Do children have a sexuality pre-puberty? 

 Does sexual play encourage better future sex lives and sexual health? 
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 Can/should a playworker help remove shame/guilt often felt by children and 

young people? 

 Is sexual play a play type on its own or a conglomeration of others? 

 Is there a difference between boys/girls in sexual play? 

 Is pornography distorting/harming ch/yp’s views and beliefs about sex? 

 What are we afraid of? 

 Whose needs are we really meeting? 

 Should we be trying to answer any of these questions – does it matter?! 

So our workshop at Beauty was a somewhat whistle-stop tour of our research to date 

(we usually offer a one to two day workshop on this!)  and we looked at the 

following. 

What are the usual ‘milestones’ in ‘normal’ sexual development – ie. when might a 

child first masturbate, be interested in other’s bodies and touching others, experience 

orgasm, etc. etc.   

What our own reactions and responses are to a selection of real-life children’s sexual 

play experiences 

What our thoughts are on our likely adult response to a selection of real-life current 

scenarios 

What our thoughts are on what the role of the playworker could/should/might be 

both pre-puberty and post-puberty to support children in their sexual development 

How much of our reaction to this whole topic is contemporary and indicative of 

living in this society – other countries and cultures do respond very differently< 

Of course we hardly scratched the surface in two hours, but there was a lot of 

thoughtful and lively debate and it was good to have the opportunity to collectively 

reflect on this difficult subject.   

A big thanks to those who participated for their honesty and their courage – and also 

a reminder to you all of our plea for more stories and current anecdotes!  These can 

be sent either by email to aliwood@blueyonder.co.uk or anonymously if you prefer, 

by post to us at 7 Dene Court Road, Olton, Solihull B92 8DG. 
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Feel the fear and do it anyway (Jeffers 1987) – Tony Delahoy 

 

The theme of this conference was the Dark Side of Play and this workshop was 

intended to provide participants with the opportunity to consider the meaning of 

Deep Play (Hughes 2002) for the individual child. Areas I hoped to cover include: 

 What is Deep Play?  

 Why it may be considered one of the darker or less positive forms of play.  

 What might the benefits be to the child and what may be their motivations for 

engaging in it.  

 How playworkers may be able to make provision for it when creating play 

environments.  

 What are the challenges both personal and professional associated with 

supporting this play type. 

Deep Play was first identified by Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), the father of 

utilitarianism, who dismisses as ‘Deep Play’ any activity in which "the stakes are so 

high that ... it is irrational for anyone to engage in it at all, since the marginal utility 

of what you stand to win is grossly outweighed by the disutility of what you stand to 

lose." Bentham despised Deep Play because of its lack of utility , its pointlessness and 

to  him its senselessness. To him it just didn’t make any sense at all. He viewed it as 

irrational and a threat to the order required for society to be effective. 

The next reference to Deep Play can be found by Geertz (1976) who discusses 

gambling in which the stakes are so high as to be senseless to the observer. One could 

easily make links with these ideas and the game of Russian roulette so effectively 

portrayed the film The Deerhunter. The film explored the fictional experiences of a 

group of Americans who participated in the Vietnam War. When captured by the 

enemy they were forced to play Russian roulette. Later in the film they escaped and 

went back to America. One character stayed in Vietnam and continued to play the 

game. It is a game that to this day is still played around the world despite its 

illegality. On a child’s level the equivalent would be the game of ‘chicken’ or ‘dare’. 

An example of children playing ‘chicken’ on a railway can be found in the film Stand 

By Me.  

More recent writings on Deep Play can be found in Hughes’s play types (2002, 2006). 

Hughes suggests that the purpose of Deep Play or Risky Play is ‘to enable children to 

access Risky and even potentially  life threatening experiences’ (Hughes 2002 p12). 

Hughes suggests that Deep Play provides the opportunity to explore issues around 

death and mortality and the meaning of life. 

This seems logical. Why would children engage in tomb-stoning (jumping off cliffs 

into the sea) or train surfing or free running (jumping between buildings and other 

man-made structures)? These are all quite clearly potentially life-threatening 
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activities that children engage in or play at. So why on earth would children engage 

in this kind of play? It must surely be related to life and death?  

Adults as well as children regularly engage in this form of play, examples such as 

base jumping  , bungee jumping, motorcycle racing and fire breathing readily come 

to mind. 

All of these activities have been dismissed simply as thrill seeking behaviour. 

However thrill seeking and existential exploration in my view go hand in hand. I 

have often heard rock climbers say things like, ‘It’s only when you are almost going 

to fall and you are climbing at your absolute limit that you feel really alive’. Thrill 

seeking shouldn’t be so easily dismissed.  

Children when asked why they play often say ‘because it’s fun.’ To me it’s just the 

same thing, the only difference is the degree of danger and the degree of thrill. Thrill 

seeking in my opinion provides us with a clue to the Deep Play rationale. According 

to Gladwin (2005) Deep Play is motivated by arousal (Ellis 1973). Play as arousal is a 

well established idea. Gladwin’s research into children’s perceptions of Deep Play 

found that from the child’s perspective it was all about excitement and stimulation.  

Gordon’s (2004) work on Risky Play and genetics can shed some light on this area. 

She suggests that because of genetic predisposition, some people are more disposed 

to Risky Play than others. Some people are risk seekers and others are risk avoiders. 

The way their brain reacts to this kind of stimulation varies and the amount of brain 

chemicals produced as a result of this kind of stimulation depends on their genetic 

makeup. An interesting finding of her research is that males are more disposed to 

Deep Play than females. These findings can only be applied to western countries 

though because as far as I’m aware, cross cultural studies have not been undertaken. 

If you consider the examples of Deep Play cited earlier, would you consider there to 

be a gender bias in those forms of play?  

To me though, Deep Play and arousal aren’t the whole story. If we link the theme of 

arousal and sensation seeking to relatively new ideas on emotion regulation 

proposed by Sutton-Smith (2008), Deep Play starts to make much more sense.  

The dominant primary emotion stimulated by Deep Play is likely to be fear. So the 

question is why would children want to scare themselves? 

Sutton-Smith suggests that it is in order to manage the balance between two survival 

based emotional systems, which have developed in the human brain as a result of 

evolution (2008). These two systems have developed in different contexts and do 

different things. One is the reflexive ‘flight or fight’ system based on primary 

emotions generated by the amygdala area of the brain. The other is the reflective 

secondary emotional system based in the neo cortex area of the brain.  As humans 

have evolved from basic pack animals to highly social cultural beings that live in 

massive groups, they have developed the reflective secondary system for which 

flight and fight were not designed. Sutton-Smith thinks that humans have evolved 

play as a mechanism for balancing the two systems and making them work together. 
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This means that the reason that children need to play with fear is in order to be able 

to cope with it when it happens to them and they need to keep it under control in 

order to survive. So for example, a child is bullied at school, with the primary system 

they would get scared and either run or fight. This isn’t always practical at school, so 

the child may need to engage some kind of reflective reasoning to come up with a 

solution. If they freeze with fear they will come to harm. If they lash out in 

aggression they will get into trouble. So they must control their primary flight or 

fight emotions and find another solution. So they may crack a joke or something to 

disarm the bully. If they panic they are unable to respond effectively to the situation 

that put them in harm’s way. 

Often when people panic in survival situations they end up not surviving. The Kings 

Cross disaster is a classic example of this. People in the lower parts of the station 

panicked when the fire occurred. In their panic they ran up towards the surface 

where the most intense heat and thickest smoke killed them. If they had stayed down 

by the platform they may have survived. 

The more practice we have at experiencing and dealing with fear the more likely we 

are; to be able to control how we respond to it in a variety of situations, so the theory 

goes.  

To me this sounds quite plausible and explains why children engage in a broad range 

of levels of Risky Play. Not all Deep Play is life threatening. Most in actual fact isn’t 

as extreme as that and not all children engage in life threatening play. This brings us 

back to children’s perceptions of Risky Play. The question we need to ask ourselves 

is, could the play we are observing be considered extreme from the specific child’s 

perspective? 

Example 

An eight year old child tries to stand on an inflatable 1 metre high ball. The 

observing adult knows that the risk of injury isn’t huge. What might it be like 

for the child though? Scaled up the experience would be like an adult standing 

on a 2 metre ball. I have never done this but am quite confident that I would 

find it evokes a pretty high level of fearful emotion. The question is; would I 

be able to overcome my fear? If I did, what would I get out of the experience? 

It may be a greater level of self control in fearful situations. It may also be that 

I could apply that process to other emotions that I may need to keep in check 

to get along with lots of people, aggression for example. There may be other 

benefits to the child from this type of play. 

Islington Play Association have produced a recruitment video. In it is a clip of 

children jumping off a high wall onto a crash mat. One child jumps off the wall and 

does a somersault onto the mat. When he lands he jumps up with his arms straight in 

the air and does a little jig. Afterwards he is interviewed and just can’t stop talking 

about his feat. All of his peers are suitably impressed. Just from this one clip of video 

we can clearly see that this child has gained more from the experience than self 

control. He has gained a huge amount of self esteem and self confidence, new levels 
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of ability and skill, more peer respect which will also feed into self confidence, better 

understanding of his emotions, better risk assessment capability, how to overcome 

his own limitations, holistic development, resilience (Lester & Russell 2010) and 

social standing and ability (Gladwin 2005) and so on. This is far more than simply 

arousal. If Hughes is right then it may also mean a better understanding of his own 

mortality and life meaning. 

So how can opportunities for Deep Play be provided by playworkers? Hughes (2002) 

suggests high structures, big swings, aerial runways, death slides, gorges with ropes 

across. What things can you think of? Of course it all depends on the child. Deep 

Play for a five year old is likely to be boring for a fifteen year old. Not all children 

engage in extreme Deep Play, in fact most don’t. According to Gordon (2004) it all 

depends on their brain chemistry and genes. 

Another aspect that must be considered by playworkers is how they may respond 

emotionally to Deep Play situations. If Gordon is right, it may well be the case that 

females are more risk averse than males. This could mean that settings that are 

dominated by female staff may be less supportive of Risky Play than those with 

gender balanced teams. How playworkers respond emotionally to Risky Play and 

how they deal with those emotions is only just beginning to be considered by the 

field. We may find that this process is a complex one which needs careful 

consideration.  

It may be no coincidence that adventure playgrounds tend to have more male staff 

than other kinds of provision. Perhaps this is because playworkers in those settings 

need to have a more relaxed attitude to Deep Play. These are interesting speculations 

to consider. More importantly the question you need to ask yourself is: How do you 

respond emotionally to Risky Play and how do you deal with it? Does it impact on 

how you support children when they engage in it? Are you a risk seeker or a risk 

avoider? Does this come out in your playwork when faced with children engaging in 

Deep Play? Just the look on your face can have an impact on a child’s play. For 

example if you saw a child climb high up a tree and responded with fear and concern 

on your face. It may have a negative impact on the child. Conversely if you 

responded by being very positive and enthusiastic it may spur the child to go higher 

than they are really ready for and result in them freezing in panic. Both of these 

situations are possible. One of the reasons we are exploring Deep Play by engaging 

in it on this workshop is to start the process of identifying our risk personalities. Are 

we risk seekers or avoiders? Also I believe that first hand personal experience is one 

of the most powerful ways of gaining insight as to the motivations and benefits of 

play to the individual. It also helps us to identify what we think the point of Deep 

Play may be. Undoubtedly children’s motivations may be quite different. However if 

we combine personal experience with research findings we will be better informed 

playworkers and hopefully better equipped to respond to Deep Play situations. We 

may also be better able to provide play environments which offer enough challenge 

and stimulation to meet the needs of a range of children. 
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The Devil Within – Joel Seath 

 

I recently delivered a poetry workshop that had at its core the technique of ‘wildminding’. I 

first picked up this thinking process several years ago when reading Natalie Goldberg. She 

advocated writing ‘as it comes’, from a place within. 

 

The workshop was part of a conference gathering of academics, writers and face-to-face 

workers in the study, practice and art form that is concerned with the intricacies of play. In 

this construct my brief was to examine the dark side of play. It isn’t just children who play: 

play is the human condition. Play comes in many forms. Poetry and other forms of writing 

are serious, of course, but they are serious play. As all forms of therapy embrace play to 

some extent (think of art therapy, dance therapy, talking therapy – a play of words), poetry is 

therapy. This is what I instinctively knew, but this is also what I discovered. 

I asked my group to allow their brains to fall into gear with simple word association play. 

No words that followed on from the previous ones were wrong. All words had links. It 

wasn’t the links that were important. The space for this act of play had to be right too: a 

Sunday morning in a big old country house in the Staffordshire countryside, and we sat and 

lazed around on comfortable sofas with the daylight falling in on us and the door closed 

because words needed this. We then explored words and play with dark edges to them, in 

associations and in private poetry. 

In developing such thoughts in such surroundings, several reflections came to me later when 

considering the responses: 

Deep, dark places exist in the acceptance of poetry as it comes. It is a well we don’t always 

know we have within us. When we write without conscious concern, when we leave our 

inner editors aside, we find that experiences and instances of personal play, play observed or 

play foretold come bubbling up. 

There is the possibility of self-shock. What we see imprinted on the page, that which has 

bubbled up to meet the white surface, is not at all what we knew to be within us. My group 

were invited to share their poetry only if they felt emotionally safe to do so. Those who did, 

on several occasions, sat and stared at their papers after their readings, a look of incredulity 

on their faces. We sat in a few moments of contemplative silence. 

Art can be seen as some form of jarring juxtaposition: if it comes from places we know little 

about, the product can be at odds with the products borne of our conscious minds. In the 

same way, the process of writing from this place is at odds with the process of writing from a 

surface level. 

My group wrote of darknesses of play, and the method seemed to cajole up the subject 

matter. Perhaps the same could happen with other subject matters. A subject need not have 

the word ‘dark’ in its title to see – through the process – that deep, dark places exist; that self-

shock takes places; that there is a jarring between what takes place when writing from within 

and what takes places when writing from a surface level. 

 At the end of the session, I asked everyone for a beautiful thought (darknesses have 

unknown lingering textures, you see). A beautiful thought strikes me: write from within, as 

it comes – amazing things can happen.  



The Beauty of Play 2011 

 40 

Dark Matters – Eddie Nuttall 
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Some visual memories 
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Don't be ashamed because you're human: be proud! Inside you, vaults behind 

vaults open endlessly. You will never be finished, and that's as it should be. 

Tomas Tranströmer 

 


