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»Better a broken bone than a broken spirit” — Lady Allen of Hurtwood

According to the Association for Free Play, free play is ,a natural, risk-taking form of play that fosters children’s
autonomy, creativity, and physical, mental, and emotional development. We see play as a democratic
educational tool that can activate and connect not only children but also local communities.”

For philosopher Johan Huizinga, free play is a political and cultural condition that is at once inside and
outside the symbolic order—a temporary act where the moral and aesthetic codes of society are suspended
and unconditionally renegotiated. Yet, children's play has never been entirely free from social, political, or
bureaucratic constraints. While twentieth-century playscapes—from Scandinavian and Dutch experimental
modernism to the brutalist playgrounds of post-war Europe and mid-century New York—encouraged children
to encounter risk and physical limits through architecture itself, today these experiments have largely given
way to spaces designed less for children's developmental needs than for parental reassurance and municipal
liability. Contemporary playgrounds increasingly privilege predictability, surveillance, and adult anxieties over
a child's imaginative agency.

The exhibition ‘Material Fatigue’ — a term describing how a material weakens and eventually fractures

under repeated, cyclical stress — by Nelly Agassi takes as its conceptual point of departure one extraordinary
attempt to realign free play, plastic arts and the institution of a playground: HaMifletzet (The Monster), created
by Niki de Saint Phalle in 1972 in Jerusalem. De Saint Phalle stepped over the rigid boundaries of conventional
city planning and the aesthetic expectations of parents by building a playscape that appears macabre yet
provides a space where kids can encounter their limits and overcome their fears by using the concrete slides,
the stairs, the sand inside the cool womb-like interior with its scribbled walls, and the immediate surroundings
of the sculpture.

Within Israel, questions of free play acquire an additional layer of urgency. Youth act within a landscape
shaped by occupation, militarization, recurring war, and ever-more uneven access to public space. Spaces of
play are most often separated along ethnic, religious, and political lines, while the experience of risk extends
far beyond the playground itself. If play cannot offer a temporary suspension of the social order, what forms
of imagination remain possible? What if such a suspension remains possible only alongside the simultaneous
breakdown of moral and political norms? Agassi approaches these questions through the feminine legacy of
de Saint Phalle: what does it take to encourage a child to embrace uncertainty, danger, and autonomy playfully
while knowing that adulthood is prefaced by compulsory military service? How does one nurture openness in
children, shielding them from a pipeline that molds citizens unable to envision an alternative to the inherited
political reality?

Agassi utilizes industrial materials to translate the infrastructural vocabulary of the playground into a
confrontational sculptural installation. Emerging as a dense knot from the wall, ropes cascade and spread
across the space, unraveling into loose, frayed ends that reach the floor without arriving anywhere. The metal
rings — the hardware that turns rope into something a body can trust its weight to — are withheld, gathered
instead in an inert pile at the room’s edge. The apparatus is present in all its parts, yet uncoupled from its own
function. The work simultaneously invites and frustrates the impulse to engage with it, remaining deliberately
dysfunctional: a material vocabulary of play from which the possibility of play has been withdrawn. The
equipment survives only as disassembled evidence of a function it is no longer permitted to perform.



A necklace encasing the artist’s sons’ milk teeth evokes both rootedness and its inevitable loss. Uprooted from
the body yet carefully preserved, the teeth recall the anxious symbolism of dreams about missing teeth, where
separation and vulnerability converge. For an immigrant artist, they also become quiet markers of belonging
and displacement, suggesting that every act of care ultimately requires accepting autonomy, distance, and
change.

A video work presenting the artist struggling against the gravitational pull of a large rock creates a material
friction. Like the exhibition as a whole, it asks how systems of care endure under continuous pressure, where
motherhood, migration, and the difficult act of letting go unfold against the political weight of contemporary
life in Israel and the United States.

The installation does not simply ask how playgrounds operate, but who authorizes freedom, who interrupts
it, and whose anxieties become embedded within the spaces children inhabit. Instead of framing play (and
invoking HaMifletzet) as a nostalgic act of leisure, Material Fatigue foregrounds its deep psychological
ambivalences for parents and youth in the present. It exposes how play can be deeply formative yet limiting,
liberating yet strictly governed by tangible architectural (aesthetic) and administrative (moral) barriers. The
contrast between Agassi's soft gestures and hard structures becomes a metaphor for material fatigue: it
describes the gradual reshaping of bodies and systems of care under the pressures of political and moral
changes. Yet Agassi does not present this condition as inevitable. Instead, her works reopen a space to
reconsider our role in the exposed dialectic between freedom and protection, autonomy and care, imagination
and violence. Her works invite viewers to rethink not only how children are allowed to play, but what kinds of
futures they are permitted to imagine.

Laszlo Hafra, curator
1. Nelly Agassi, Corner, 2026, metal athletic
rings

2. Nelly Agassi, Milk Teeth (Emmanuel &
Jonah), 2026, milk teeth, gold, porcelain

3. Nelly Agassi, Stone, 2026, video, 12:40 min
4. Nelly Agassi, Cord, 2026, rope, duct tape

5. Niki de Saint Phalle, Le Golem - Jerusalem,
1972, lithograph, 44 x 45.6 cm, 77/125

6. Niki de Saint Phalle, The birth of a
Monster, Le Golem Jerusalem, 1972, artist
book, 36 pages, published by Leonardo
Bezzola 3
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