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Building People-place Connections
through Public Art
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Introduction

Although much has been written and said about
public art - especially on its ability to energise
a public space and engage the general public -
there is still no simple or conclusive definition for
public art. While most scholars and commentators
maintain that the public nature of its location is
understandably the most crucial feature, others also
suggest that accessibility is merely one of many

criteria for an artwork to be considered as public art:

e Hilde Hein argues that public art does not
acquire its public character merely from the
place where it is found, because "publicity [also]
has social and political connotations that are

untranslatable to public access" (Hein, 1996: 1).

® Cher Krause Knight (2008), on the other hand,
adds that such accessibility should not be only
limited to physical accessibility, but rather that
public art needs to be accessible to the general

public emotionally and intellectually as well.

® More recently, the idea of publicness in public
art has shifted from the public space that it
occupies, to the public’s involvement in the
creative process, as well as the public issues that
the artists try to address. As the Association for
Public Art in the US suggests, "what distinguishes
public art is the unique association of how it is

made, where it is, and what it means".
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Curating Public Art Project
to Reshape Local Public Spaces

The Hong Kong Public Space Initiative (HKPSI) shares
the view that a good placemaking approach can
strengthen the connection between people and places,
as well as promote interactions between cultural,
economic and social activities. In a recent project in
Hong Kong's Kwun Tong district, HKPSI sought to take
an innovative and experimental approach to exploring
the process of creating new public art, with the goal of
expressing the local character of the neighbourhood

and enhancing the overall sense of belonging.

Guiding Principles

In line with HKPSI's objectives, a public art project should:
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Respond to the local context Encourage community Foster creative ideas
REatESR participation HBRMER
REHHESH
Identify and utilise Strengthen the local character Enhance the cohesion of the
local assets EENMEISE overall neighbourhood
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Naturally, when designing a public art project,
it is also necessary to consider critical project
management aspects, such as budget, timeframe,

risk management, manpower capacity, and so forth.
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Methodology BiE

A public art project basically consists of the following —BEAREWMBEEER LESUTEELER !

major steps:

1

2 3

Set out the artwork’s specifications, Commission the right artist to Install the artwork in the

such as theme, dimension, produce the artwork, either by designated location.

material, form, etc.

invitation or a tendering process;
or directly purchase the artwork

from a gallery, agent or artist.
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To maximise the success of the experimental public art project, HKPSI took the innovative approach of focusing
more on the relationships between the place, the artists, the neighbourhood and the artwork, while we acted as
the curator. In this regard, we were committed to:
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Making the specifications of the Welcoming the involvement of any Creating public artworks that foster

artwork as simple as possible so as  artists with an attachment to the place, community participation.

to encourage creativity.
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regardless of age or experience.
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The whole project process can be summarised in six key steps:
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Understanding the Community
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Process
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Installation and Observatio#f
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and Aspirations
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Idea Generation and
Artwork Production
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Process and Results

01 Understanding the Community

HKPSI believes that without an understanding of
the community, it is impossible to design something
that resonates with the public. It's vital, therefore, to
conduct many field surveys on different occasions
to observe and talk to people, and really listen to
them. Yet, this does not mean we can just walk into
a crowd and ask "What do you want from your local
public space?", so it's important to also do some
"homework" before engaging in dialogue with the

community.

Desktop Research

For the case study presented here, HKPSI started its
desktop research on the community of Kwun Tong in
early 2016, working for a period of nine months. The

research included:

Information Sources = ¥} & B

Newspapers RE

Video documentaries ok dat

Research papers/ joumals/reports 35 [/ HAT! / R &5
District Council meeting minutes & 3% & & & 40 8%

Government policies BFBRE

Census data / Statistical figures A\ (JZ B EiE | #izH 8 F

Development plans BEETE
Maps h
Housing types EERfER
Roads and infrastructure EREEE
Local organisations 3t & 4H 48
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Scope £ lE

History and culture [ 52 B 32 1B

Current social issues in the district BN RN ERI=E
Socio-economic situation HEEKFERNR

Traffic patterns RIBET

Planning and development RE AR

Local aspirations & 7 =

Demographics AO&&#H

Field Survey

HKPSI visited the district many times to learn more
about local residents’ way of life. Sample questions

covered such issues as:

Where do they live?
BERERMERE?

What are their shopping habits?
ERNEMERWM?

o
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How do they travel to restaurants and supermarkets?

MR ERERERTE ?

What commercial activities take place in the area?

Which roads do people and cars most often use?

W2 AE R ARER ?

How do people use the parks and other public spaces?

ERMAEAAEREMAKLER?

ERNEEEBEEH?

Where are the key public transportation nodes?

MESEENAHTERER?

How accessible are major destinations in the community?

What do they think of their community?
ERHACHHERFMEE?

What do they appreciate about the place?
ERMAMES SHHE ?

By taking the time to establish a stronger sense of
local people’s daily lives, HKPSI discovered that with
the revitalisation of industrial buildings, a growing
community of artists had gathered in the area. This
ultimately inspired the decision to tap into that local
creative power to curate public art with strong ties
to the community. Indeed, by utilising local assets
and resources as part of the urban experiment, it
was much more likely that the finished project would
reflect the local character and forge new meaning in

the public space.

MAEREEtMEREEMR ?

What problems does the neighbourhood have?

HEPHEERMSE ?
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02 Building Trust & Raising Awareness
03 Identifying Local Assets & Aspirations

Reaching Out to Contacts

Based on its background understanding of the
community, HKPSI began reaching out to various
groups of community members through a variety of
different channels. Using the contacts we had made,
we scheduled interviews with District Councillors,
local NGOs, and even friends and relatives of HKPSI
team members, in order to engage them in deeper

conversations about the community.

Story - From Strangers to Friends

WME - —RE -RRHA

Every time the HKPSI team visited Yuet Wah Street
Playground, by day or night, we saw a group of middle-
aged men hanging out by the park’s food kiosk. It seemed
likely that these men would know a lot about the park and
the surrounding area since they spent so much time there.
After several weeks, the team initiated its first conversation
with the men. This first contact was just a few minutes’ chat
to know one another better, but after subsequent visits to
the park the team quickly found itself building a friendship
with the men, spending hours chatting, sharing snacks
and drinks, and even celebrating Mid-autumn Festival
together in the park. Indeed, the team not only got to
know the men, but also their friends and friends’ friends.

When the men first learnt about the HKPSI's project, they

were sceptical. However, as the friendship grew, they finally
became supporters of the endeavour, helping to spread
positive comments about the project to other members
of the community. Today, the trust and relationship that
was built with these men remains strong: whenever
HKPSI team members visit the park, the men still ask

how they are doing and when they’ll be coming back.
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Mutual Understanding
HiAIERZ

The HKPSI team sought to not only gain insights
from the community, but also to build mutual

understanding and trust.

HRAHZEEAERZAEINRIZE T REL
&> BENEIUGE -BETH-

Scheduled vs Impromptu

A9 BLEP

We conducted scheduled interviews with key
stakeholders, as well as impromptu conversations
with a wide range of locals, e.g., chatting with park

users, residents, and business owners in the area.

BRORETERMEN  HRAHER T AREA
ERNZEEALRS  IREERE - BERR
ERNEAE o

Appreciation

fR&E

As an outsider, HKPSI never attempted to solve the
community’s problems, but rather to appreciate its
character and strengths, and try to shape a better local

public space in collaboration with the community.

5% TR > HRAHEBILIFUBRE
NEERER > MERIREERMEHLERN
FHEERRE > THEIEEMERFEEEENA
HZER o

Community Support
HESH

The HKPSI team seized every opportunity to share
its vision with members of the community and gain

their support.
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Story - No Agenda in Mind
BE - FEMR

Just like when any of us meet someone new, the first
step is to learn more about the person. In placemaking
terms, the process is exactly the same, except it's not a
person but rather a place. In the early stages of its Kwun
Tong project, HKPSI had no clear agenda of what we
planned to do. By doing research and getting to know
the community, we learned that Kwun Tong is undergoing
major transformation, due to the revitalisation of the
district’s industrial buildings into a commercial hub, and
the ongoing redevelopment of Kwun Tong city centre.
This has understandably impacted the historic core of the
community on a fundamental level, while also introducing
many new residents and workers who are bringing fresh

energy to this old neighbourhood.

Start with Key Stakeholders and
Let the Social Network Grow

Research is key to understanding the assets, culture, and
network that exist within a community. In the case of
HKPSI's Kwun Tong project, District Councillors proved
to be good first points of contact in building up a local
network: their platforms illustrate the key issues that
the community is most concerned about, and they also
have connections to organisations that are active in the
community. More importantly, District Councillors represent
a broad spectrum of community interests; any community
intervention inevitably requires this breadth of support to
be successful. The HKPSI team also utilised its connections
with friends and relatives who live or work in Kwun Tong
to further build up its local knowledge and network.
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Forming Partnerships and Capitalising on Local Assets

Another key goal of HKPSI's community outreach
was to connect with potential partners. This was

achieved in the following ways:

® Reached out to community networks to share
the vision for the project and identify groups that

share a similar vision.

e Visited artists and designers’ studios based
in Kwun Tong to learn more about their
philosophies, creative process, artworks and

perspectives on Kwun Tong.

e Created a casual and relaxing atmosphere for
sharing, e.g., providing good food and drinks
and a comfortable environment to encourage

open sharing.

e Created an idea exchange platform based on

mutual respect for one another.
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04 Idea Generation and Artwork Production

With the artist teams in place, HKPSI then embarked
on the process of creating the public artworks. In
order to meet the objectives of its experiment, the

HKPSI team embraced an innovative new approach:

e No pre-set requirements for artists’ creative work.

® Involved artists in every aspect of the process,
including decision-making in terms of the chosen

location, theme, medium, etc.

® Maximised each artist’s creative power and

realised their ideas to the fullest extent possible.

® Provided administrative and technical support
(e.g., applying for licences or approvals from
relevant government departments) thus allowing
artists to focus on their core strengths rather than

paperwork.

®  Worked hand in hand with the artists at all times,
from the beginning of the project till the end.

® Originated all ideas for the public artworks from

inside the community.

Tip - Be Open-minded and Flexible
RO E - BERPA - RIFEN

There were lots of uncertainties in the Urban Experiment.
After the initial round of visits, the HKPSI team invited all
interested artists to a sharing session on 28 May 2016. Five
groups of artists finally teamed with members to work on
five public artworks. Although HKPSI spent a lot of time
engaged in many rounds of meetings and visits with artists
and design groups, three of these groups ultimately quitted
at different stages of the project due to a variety of factors,
including resources, capabilities, technical issues, and so on.
Only two out of five of these potential partners remained

with the project until its completion.
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Engaging Artists and the Community

HKPSI shared with artists its preliminary
analysis of the history, physical environment,
demographics, local issues, development
projects, land use, and traffic situation of the
district based on its desktop research and field

surveys.

The artists were also required to conduct
various fieldworks in order to gain a better
understanding of the neighbourhood and the

community.

The HKPSI team paired up with artists to conduct
field surveys at Yuet Wah Street Playground and
its surroundings on 18 June 2016. This process
enabled a better understanding of the physical

environment and park users’ characteristics.
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Story - Be a Connector
ME-EREH

After a couple of visits to the district, some local residents
had become familiar with the HKPSI team. During further
site visits with the artists, the team took the initiative to start
conversations with community members, so as to help the
artists feel more comfortable about talking to strangers. This
became a very important experience for both the team and
artists to learn about residents’ daily lives and what it's like
to live in the neighbourhood. This touch of "real life" was
a valuable resource for later inspiring the creative process.

As part of this innovative new approach to public art, the
artists paid great attention to how the art pieces would
relate to the site context and the people living there. They
also placed strong emphasis on how the artworks could be
presented to best convey their ideas to the community in
a heartfelt way. Indeed, this is why in the end, each of the
final artworks involved elements of interactivity, with people
even becoming part of the art piece.
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Story - Approval from the Site Manager/Operator
WE - BHKENEEFNHE

One critical step was to get permission from the site
manager to carry out this experiment at the selected venue,
namely the Yuet Wah Street Playground. In this instance, the
site manager was the Leisure & Culture Services Department
(LCSD). From the outset, HKPSI's strategy was to:

start dialogue with the LCSD as early as possible, even

before having a concrete idea about the experiment.

address their concerns whenever a new proposal was

made, putting the LCSD's concerns at the top of the list.

explain clearly how the local community will potentially

benefit from the activity.

ensure a minimal risk, if not zero risk, and supplement
dozens of contingency plans, with the target of 100%
safety and zero complaints.

offer a quick, if not real-time, response to all LCSD

requests.

be persistent with providing further information

whenever requested.
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05 Installation and Observation

® The experiment "Art Connects: Kwun Tong" took
place from 13 - 28 August 2016.

® Four artworks were installed in various spots
at Yuet Wah Street Playground, all available

incessantly throughout this period.

® The last day of the experiment was an Experience
Day. The artists were invited to the site to share

with the public, and offer an on-site demonstration

as a dynamic extension of the artworks.
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Artwork {£5 €) Whatever Comes Around Goes Around ZiEZIRE €) Oddish 1TRE

o Ink Garden 7K£TEE

Overall, it was deeply encouraging to see that this
ground-breaking new art exhibition was able to
broaden the appeal of the park, attract new users
to visit the park, and encourage everyone to stay
for a longer period of time. In parallel with these
achievements, the exhibition had no significant

impact on the park’s regular users.
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Artwork {Eda o

Whatever Comes Around Goes Around

ZEIIEE

There is a roller-skating rink at Yuet Wah Street
Playground, but few people pass by it. Terence
created windmills with Kwun Tong’s local characters,
and placed them around the rink. As the wind
blew, the windmills turned and brought colours
and vibrancy to the static space. It was hoped that
residents would come and enjoy the roller-skating

rink again.
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Creator BI{FE(i
Terence Leung
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Design concept and features

The windmills were in bright colour tones to bring
cheerfulness to the place;

Windmill symbolised "luck" in Chinese culture, so it
was welcomed by the elderly in the community;

The windmills were installed around the roller-skating
ground located on hillside where it was not easily seen

by people walking through the main corridor;

Bamboo stick was environmental-friendly and

commonly found in old housing estate in daily living;

The windmill was made of posters collected in the

industrial area of Kwun Tong;

The moving element changed the static environmental

setting;

Interaction element created a connection with the people.

RIESHREG
o ERME > HEMTHERENAER

BEAFEXCRE 1TE) » REEFREA

RED 5
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KIBBERRBUFLE
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WEEEEZS;
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Artwork {Eda e
Oddish {TIRE

There are not many urban parks where citizens
can freely enjoy the lawn. At Yuet Wah Street
Playground, most users are the elderly and mainly
passive activities are carried out. Hour25 paved a
300m-circular route with artificial turf, which passed
through the gathering spots at the park and other
artworks. People could re-think the possibilities of

the existing public space around them.
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Creator BI{EE (I
Hour25
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Design concept and features
® Playful and energetic;
® Simple and easy to get along;

® Stimulated people’s thinking when they see hard-
paved path growing grass;

® Aroused sensation by introducing a soft material;

® The alignment covering various parts of the park with

different characters.
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Artwork 1’|E|';=|';.9
Ink Garden 7KE{EE

Mr Ng was the teacher of the ink wash painting
classes organised by Kwun Tong Yuet Wah Street
Resident Association. The response of the classes
was overwhelming and aroused people’s interest in
calligraphy and painting. Students had the chance
to share their paintings with the residents, and
contribute to promoting the recreational culture in
the community. Besides, people could get a writing
brush and draw their own canvas with their creativity,

such that "everyone is an artist."
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Creator BI{EE (il
Mr Ng and Yuet Wah Street Resident Association

RIEEEMRBEHRERIGE
BIEREHERGIEHERAMKESH > 2
EZENRTEM > OMEHE > SIETHEHES
ST EE - TKETEE) CR2EEHREHH
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—BEER o b BAOIEREEE > 818
BIE > EECHER > B3 TAABREM
ENIE

Design concept and features

Discovered art talent among the passers-by;
Encouraged people to express themselves through art;
People learned to appreciate and respect;

Made use of creative material for easy management;
Weather-proof materials for outdoor exhibition;

More permeable design to avoid adverse visual impact;

All artworks were created by local residents, mainly

housewives.
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Artwork {Eda G
Screen FE 53

As the simplest form of art and made with commonly
found materials, the screens partitioned off the
space at the park with a bit of decorations. The
installation made subtle changes to the space that
stimulated people to think about the relationship

between the space and activities.

/i Building People-place Connections through Public Art
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Design concept and features
® Created different levels of permeability;
® Materials were easily found in the local community;

® Movable furniture catered for different needs.
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Story - Show Understanding and Appreciation
ME - O THRARE

When engaging with the public, it is important to be
empathetic for people’s concerns and not to appear
aloof. At the same time, people need to have a clear
understanding of the project’s vision, which is why it was so
important to HKPSI to explain to the public what we were

trying to achieve.

As an innovative project that was completely new to the
community, it is not surprising that we encountered some
difficulties. The first challenge came when HKPSI received a

high volume of complaints regarding our "Ink Garden" exhibit.

A group of frequent park users complained that the ink
paintings were occupying the open space that they used
for morning exercise. Their concern was understandable,
but was this really a one-or-zero situation? Was it possible
to reach a solution that satisfied everyone’s needs? The

HKPSI team asked the following questions:

Did the artwork in question completely use all space

for morning exercises? The answer was clearly no.

What is the true beauty of public space? The team
reached the conclusion that public space is precious

because it can be shared and enjoyed by everybody.

Was the art piece really benefiting the community?

Did it offer them a meaningful experience?

The team actively discussed these questions with local
residents every day at the park during the exhibition
period. We explained that all the artworks were created
by members of the local community. It was also observed
that the paintings spoke to people of all ages, with the
"temporary ink drawing board" encouraging participation
and creativity. Indeed, there were many smiling faces when

kids and parents played with these paintings!

After much conversation, most of the people who had
originally opposed the exhibition appeared to soften their
stance. Some even showed appreciation for the fantastic
artworks that their fellow neighbours had created, and
this process sparked healthy dialogue among community

members regarding the use of public spaces.
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06 Feedback

Every placemaking programme, including this urban
experiment, needs a feedback system for long-term
learning and evolution. Only feedback enables the
project process to become better and better over

time.

In this experiment, HKPSI designed various feedback
channels to inspire the participating artists and
pave the way for future projects. Valuable lessons
were drawn from the experience; from the initial
outreach, to the creative process, and the execution
of the exhibition itself, the experience provided
rich inspiration for all stakeholders who seek to
create public art that can contribute to community

placemaking and foster relationships.

06 ERINE

BEMSESITHHMBEZRFAEMBEERR -
HEARREZBRARZA  BRUEEGERT
ERGS RERRBERAUSHENERE
TEEMSEL -

HERERT  HERAHZEBRS T AENE
BERERR AEUAZSHENZMRIEHE
= %Efﬁﬂ’\]lﬁﬁﬁﬂﬁ ° %1@‘1@&&%}]25?%
g~ BIFIATE ~ BIRTRENRIR T AVE
KR MBRE "#%ﬂiﬁ??i@iﬁﬁﬂﬂ@%
ERERAAL > URIMRRIEAVER -

The Experience Day 25 H

SPACE x HONG KONG
TR X FE



Building People-place Connections through Public Art SPACE x HONG KONG
QBT BB AL T X &E



Lessons Learned

As said, HKPSI adopted an innovative approach
for curating this Urban Experiment. Some were
successful, but some were not. Below are some
takeaways, which are useful in future public art

projects:

© Early dialogue with the community during the

creative process makes a real difference.

O itis important to engage in community dialogue

regarding the shared use of public spaces.
© Many people have an inherent resistance to change.

@ People’s perceptions of public art and new

concepts evolve over time.

© Users enjoy watching other activities in a public

space.

@ Public art that successfully encourages social

interaction must always stimulate users’ senses too.

@ Public art that shows an appreciation for local
elements can promote a stronger sense of

connection.

@ Introducing participatory elements in the park
design can create memorable experiences
for generations of users, enhance the local
character of the space, and provide a platform

for dialogue.

Oitis important to have an ongoing mechanism
that allows continuous dialogue between the
community and policy makers and developers
in promoting long-term sustainability in our

community.
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Example - Many People Have an Inherent Resistance to Change

flF-FLOANBEEFEERNED

People are open to new possibilities once they have
experienced them personally and become more comfortable
with them. In the Kwun Tong exhibition, "Oddish" received
mostly negative comments from community members for
its perceived danger, but these people came to enjoy it over
time once they became more comfortable with it, and many

were sad to see it taken down.

While some admired the extra greenery that it added to the
park, a number of middle-aged and elderly people initially
complained about the safety of the installation, with many of
these people concerned about slipping and tripping on the
grass paths. This was where the receptiveness of the public to
a new concept was tested. Many users criticised the installation
due to safety reasons before experiencing it themselves. Over
the exhibition period, it was observed that as users became
more familiar with "Oddish", even elderly people became
comfortable walking on it, with some even expressing the
opinion that the grass was more comfortable and safer to
walk on. There is often an inherent resistance to change in the
community, with time this can be overcome through education

and continued exposure to the new concept.
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Example - People's Perceptions of Public Art and New Concepts Evolve over Time

BlF - KREBARZHMENRISNEZTHBEHERE

A wide range of factors, such as design, local context,
physical setting, weather, management, timing, and many
others, can all affect the experience of people interacting
with artworks in any given space. Perception and behaviour
both change over time when a community begins to build
a relationship with artworks, as was demonstrated through
the HKPSI's two-week experiment. For instance, many adults
voted for "Oddish" as their favourite artwork on the last
day of the event, despite this being the complete opposite
of their initial feedback at the start of the exhibition.
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