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My practice explores the element of play that exists in our everyday lives, touching on its ability to prompt humour 
as well as providing a more serious value. My work engages with live action role-play methodology as a means of 
providing an alibi for play, which enables participants to simulate an escape from their personal reality. I make soft 
sculptural props that respond to mass-produced household objects combined with ambiguous, anthropomorphic 
forms. By doing so, I render the objects completely impractical for their intended function.  

The props became central to the narratives that formed during the participatory larps that I have facilitated; these 
having been enacted through a series of workshops with children from Dunbar Primary School. These events 
prompted me to consider ways of encouraging playful learning in this context. To do so, my research and practical 
investigation engaged with pedagogic theories presented by Maria Montessori, Lev Vygotsky, and D.W Winnicott 
who all place emphasis on how play can be utilised in learning. These ideas fed into the preparation material, 
worksheets and preliminary activities that prepared for the group performances. 

The props used in the larps also hold a legacy beyond the performances and when presented in an installation 
become more significant for their sculptural qualities. They appear playful in aesthetic but also point towards the 
more serious and often harmful relationship that we have to material possessions.  As I have refined my work out 
of these events, I have developed ways of instigating participation in an exhibition context. This has been realised 
through the proposal of visual prompts, taking the form of instruction cards and stop-motion films indicating how 
the sculptures can be interacted with. By creating works with the intention of them being moved and engaged 
with, prompts questions on how these pieces transform exhibitions sites into a playful sphere of participation.



Johan Huizinga and Michael Sicart: 
Play and Reality 

• Huizinga’s Homo Ludens emphasises plays cultural significance
• He highlights the liberating aspects of recreational play.

• He states that “play is not "ordinary" or "real" life. It is stepping out of "real" life 
into a temporary sphere of activity with a disposition all of its own”. 

• Play is outside of everyday life as it usually depends on imaginary rules and ideas. 
The only purpose is for it to be enjoyed by people, and “therein precisely lies 
their freedom”

• Sicart suggests in his text Play Matters that play occurs in everything that we do. 

• He states that he does not “oppose play to reality, to work, to ritual or sports 
because it exists in all of them. It is a way of being in the world like languages, 
thought, faith, reason and myth”.



Collaborative piece with Jody Mulvey – Soft sculpture, 
sculpture court, 400cm x 13cm, 2019. 

Play Objects 
These objects were created to be 
interacted with by participants and 
those who choose to engage with my
work. I began making them out of soft, 
fleece material to give these pieces a 
tactile quality. It also means that they 
are malleable and can be repositioned 
by participants, changing the 
composition of the installation.

By creating work with another artist, I 
found myself engaging with play 
through collaboration. This manifested 
itself within the process of composition 
and direction. This I found interesting 
and presented more significance when 
I explored this idea within the 
collaborative workshops between 
myself and children from Dunbar 
Primary School.



Larp Props and Play Objects

Photograph of life-sized structures and play 
objects installed in FO1 project space, wood, 
fleece and wadding, sizes variable, 2019. 



Photograph of life-sized structures and play objects 
installed in FO1 project space, wood, fleece and wadding, 
sizes variable, 2019. 



Claes Oldenburg

• Oldenburg is known for his large scale installations 
which resemble objects. Often these were installed in 
outdoor settings.

• His soft sculpture pieces play with perception that 
much further as their material properties cause 
distortion and a flaccid appearance. This has a very 
humerous effect on objects which are otherwise 
considered mundane.

• By adopting this large scale format, Oldenburg is able 
to make the viewer feel scaled down. By transforming 
their surroundings into gigantic versions of 
recognisable items, he creates a playful yet slightly 
confusing atmosphere.

Claes Oldenburg, Soft Switches 1/2, vinyl material and wadding, 
1964.



Al Freeman

Installation view of Soft Focus by Al Freeman at Reyes Projects 2018.

Due to the weight of the sculpture 
and the softness of the materials 
many of these objects properties 
have been completely manipulated 
and warped. So much so that they 
wouldn’t work as intended. For 
instance, the pencil bends and so 
would not be able to be held 
upright. 

Much like Oldenburg’s upscaling of 
objects, this also lends itself to the 
ridiculous and absurdity found in 
Freemans depiction of banal objects. 



Enclosed Spaces and Setting for Performance

Hélio Oiticica’s, Tropicália, Penetrables 
PN2 ‘Purity is a Myth’ and PN3 
‘Imagetical’ 1966–7

Hélio Oiticica’s 2007 Parangolés performed as part of UBS 
Openings: The Long Weekend, Tate Modern.



Photographs of model sets, felt, oil pastel on card, plasticine and sponge material, sized variable.



Photographs of model sets, felt, oil pastel on card, plasticine, sizes variable. 



Live Action Role-Play as Performance
Live action role-play or larp is a participatory activity sometimes staged in an art 
environment to explore narratives and roles. It has its origins in 1970’s Nordic 
boardgames like Dungeons and Dragons. Participants spontaneously devise characters 
that they are assigned or independently assume the role of. This can be fiction 
characters or enhanced versions of themselves. It is not scripted but rather acted out 
using impulse. I began to incorporate these elements into my work in order to 
investigate one of the most recognised forms of play: make believe play. To do this I
began to think about how my work could instigate fictional narratives in order to 
engender forms of communication between participants. In order to incorporate this 
type of activity into my work, I considered how I could create a setting for these 
events to take place, utilising the play objects that I had begun developing.



Live Action Role-Play Methods
Larps From the Factory:

In larps participants are all responsible for the way that they portray the story as a collective. Players must act 
in “such a way that it fulfils the character’s function in the in the larger story and being attentive in group 
dynamics and the stories of others” (Lindahl, Nilsen, Stark, 2014 p12).  

The participants must be invested in the story as a whole and not just their individual characters. In order to 
create drama, the characters will not all be perfect versions of themselves, but instead may have significant 
flaws. Through confronting these flaws or inequalities, characters can use these aspects to create tension. This 
is concept of ‘playing to lose’. This “rests on the idea that failure can be more interesting to explore than 
success, that personal weakness – insecurities, silliness and nastiness – can make for a fascinating collaborative 
story if we all do it together” (Lindahl, Nilsen, Stark, 2014 p12). Here, Lindahl, Nilsen and Stark point out that 
by depicting flawed characters in larp, participants can present narratives that more closely resemble real life. 

It is important that everyone is aware of each character’s traits so that other participants can anticipate 
potential reactions. In order to do this, sometimes the host of the larp might prepare initial activities during 
the briefing to help them understand the role and the character that they will play. In Larps from the Factory, 
the example sessions mentioned start with a workshop, then followed by the larp and then conclude with a 
debriefing. In the larp that I will be hosting at Dunbar Primary School, I will also structure the session in this 
way. 



Adam James Where do the children play?, 
larp, 2018.

James, larp has allowed him to create work which 
engenders “new forms of communication, or empathy or 
compassion between participants, and/or artworks” 
(James, 2018).

James scatters the props over the floor of the space in 
An Extension of Us so that it “functions as a repository of 
objects, a set for action to unfold, the physical 
manifestation of past live events and an exhibition in its 
own right” (Zafiropoulos, 2018).Within the set, James 
allows participants to communicate with one another by 
engaging with the sculptural material that he presents in 
the space. This forms part of the setting for which 
individuals must engage with to create stories that 
experiment with relationship dynamics.

Adam James

Adam James, An Extension of Us at SPACE, 2018.



Film Still from Future Gestalt, Brody Condon, Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art,  2012.

• To prepare for this larp, Condon designed sound pieces 
and costumes which aided the narratives that were 
formed during this performance. These elements make up 
the mise en scene features of performance/film. 

• He led a preliminary workshop which is typical of many 
larps in order to brief participants on certain themes and 
character/plot features. 

• He developed this larp over four, four hour sessions. He 
documented the larp that culminated in the final session.

This process is a clear way of facilitating a larp so that is a 
collaborative exchange between an artist and the 
participants. 

It also highlights the role that the artist plays in this type of 
event, which has equal significance to those participating.

Condon presents edited documentation of the larp which 
prompted me to consider the after life of these live event and 
the role that documentation plays.  

Process of facilitating a larp



Designing a Larp Setting/Installations

Photographs of life-sized structures and play objects installed in FO1 project space, cardboard, wood, fleece 
and wadding, sizes variable, 2019. 



Photographs of life-sized structures and play objects installed 
in FO1 project space, wood, fleece and wadding, sizes variable, 
2019. 



Photographs showing the process of collaborating with Tim Betton, 
light projection, fan, cardboard, plant, and tarpaulin, installation in the 
intermedia dark space 2019.

By presenting my work in the 
dark space I was able to have 
more control over lighting. 
Including plants alongside the 
work, brings a softness to the 
space.

I considered how darker 
lighting might alter the 
visitors perception of the 
space. 



Collaboration with Tim Betton, light projection, fan, cardboard, 
plant, and tarpaulin, installation in the intermedia dark space 
2019.



Ambiguous Backdrops -
Softness

Photographs of model sets, spray paint on card and 
plasticine, sizes variable. 



Photographs of model sets, spray paint on card, 
sizes variable. 

As my work progressed, I abandoned the bold patterns that alluded to
playground design as I felt it was a bit superficial. Instead I have opted 
for more subdued textures. In my most recent sets, the boards have 
been painted to reflect the softness of the materials like fleece and 
plasticine. This juxtaposes the vibrancy of the colours that remain 
playful, injecting a sense of drama and action into the sets. 
I feel that this is representative of the participation that it encourages, 
and within that the fluctuating tension between soft and rough play. 



Photograph of life-sized structures and play objects installed in FO1 project space, wood, fleece 
and wadding, sizes variable, 2019. 



How these sculptures might prompt interaction -
Constructing Situations and Activities

Stills from video performance of myself interacting with 
my work, installed in FO1 Project Space, 2019.



Photograph of the aftermath of a performance, documenting the alterations made to the 
work, installed in FO1 Project Space, 2019.



Artists as facilitators: 
• Joseph Beuys’ pedagogic art practice of the 1970’s is an example of 

artists facilitating an educational exchange. 

• In his practice he raises questions such as the hierarchy between a 
teacher and students. His work aims at breaking down this 
imbalance in order to achieve a more democratic experience. 

• In Emily Pringle’s paper The Artist as Educator, she states that artists 
leading these types of projects have often “resisted describing their 
practice as ‘teaching’, associating it exclusively with transmissive 
pedagogy” (Pringle, 2009)

• With this in mind, I considered how this exchange will be mutually 
beneficial for both myself and the children from Dunbar Primary 
School. 

Joseph Beuys, Free International University, 1978.



Pedagogy in Art Practices: Ryan Gander – Time 
Moves Quickly

• Gander worked with children from Knotty Ash Primary School. 

• Ryan Gander used Montessori methods of teaching to demonstrate the value of 
play in learning and celebrate the creativity of children.

Time Moves Quickly, Ryan Gander, Liverpool Bienniel 2018.



Facilitating a Two-Part Workshop with Children from 
Dunbar Primary School:

First Workshop: Reimagine the gallery space, transforming it 
into a playful space that encourages participation. 
Introduction to materials: weaving workshop. 

Second Workshop: Using live action role-play to develop 
collaborative narratives in groups using soft sculpture 
props.



Photograph documenting the initial weaving workshop at Dunbar Primary School.



Photographs of the children’s sets installed in a model gallery space.



Preparing for the second workshop - Prop Designs

Drawings of two designs for props to be used in the live action role-play performances. 



Worksheets & Preliminary tasks

Worksheet tasks given to the children to begin creating 
narratives based around the respective prop.



Children’s response to the 
worksheet task:

This helped the children not only understand 
their own characters but understand the other 
children in their groups characters in order to 
form a more developed story between 
themselves. This draws a link to Adam James’ 
practice which engages with live action role-play 
as a medium to explore collaborative empathy.

Worksheet filled out by a child from Dunbar 
Primary School during the second workshop.



Drawing from the larps

Drawing made by a child documenting their live action role-play 
performance. 



Using the worksheet material and drawings of the 
larps, I isolated some of the text and visual indications 
of the drama that ensued. 



Developing props
Since the workshop with Dunbar Primary 
School I developed props which combine 
elements of recognisable domestic objects 
with more ambiguous forms or hybrids. This 
prompted me to question:

How will this change the function of the 
object?

Will it render the object impractical and 
unusable for its intended purpose? Or, does 
it then take on a new function?

How does this alter the way that the body 
might encounter this prop?

Proposal drawings of a prop that resembles a 
toothbrush with limp, elongated bristles. 



Toothbrush installed in B19 project space, fleece material, cardboard and wadding, 158cm x 35cm. 
2019.



Franz West Props – Adaptives 

Using the props in a public space might evoke feelings of embarrassment so West incorporated curtains as a 
way of enclosing participants in the experience, allowing them the private space to engage with his work.

In my work the free standing structures might also give participants this ability to conceal their interaction with 
my work. 

Passstucke, Tate Britain, 2019.



Proposal drawings 
for future props

This prop takes the form of a recognisable 
fork. However, much like the toothbrush the 
tines of the fork are elongated and trailing, 
thus rendering the fork unusable for its 
intended function.

If I were to create this prop, the participants 
that would encounter it would need to 
reinterpret its function. 

Proposal drawing of a fork with limp, 
elongated bristles.



• These drawings act as proposals for a soft 
sculpture drinking glass. The stem of the class 
would have armature wire inside so that the 
glass can be bent and reshaped my a participant. 

• These drawings also convey to a participant how 
this prop can be used. In this way they act as 
instructions.

• These would be painted on the walls of the 
space for the degree show. 

Proposal drawing of a wine glass with a bendable neck.  



Erwin Wurm – One Minute Sculpture

Erwin Wurm, One Minute Sculptures, 1997. 



Visual prompts 

Drawings of suggested ways of interacting with Toothbrush prop. 



Instruction Cards - Proposal
These cards would be attached to the free standing 
structures. They act as optional instructions on how to 
engage with the props. 

Diagram showing how I intend to 
include the instruction cards in the 
installation.

Proposal drawings of instruction cards.



Adam James – Visual prompts (film and wall 
drawings)

Adam James, An Extension of Us at SPACE, 2018.



Installation in B12 project space, wood, cardboard, armature wire, paper, fleece and 
wadding, sizes variable, 2020. 

Sculpture Room Installation – Integrating instruction drawings



Installation in B12 project space, wood, cardboard, armature wire, paper, fleece and wadding, sizes variable, 
2020. 


