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Fig. 1. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop with Mentees. May 2021. 

 
 

Sustainability: On Place-Making and Art-Making.  
A Den for Reflection 
 
Nowadays, we understand sustainability as the capacity to endure or to maintain a balanced life across the domains 
of society, economy, and environment. Sustainability is no longer just concerned with the making use of renewable 
or natural resources and reducing the human impact on the environment.1 Sustainability extends into our social, 
cultural, and economic development which should not compromise the ecological balance but improve life on 
earth. It is about environmental justice that entails society and place.2 
 
“Place for me is the locus of desire,” states American art-critique Lucy Lippard and reminds us how the locale, the 
place, is something known and familiar to us, something that is “entwined with personal memory, know or known 
histories, marks made in the land that provoke and evoke.”3 Similarly, the British geographer Denis Cosgrove 
defines landscape as “the external world mediated through human subjective experience.”4 This means, that a 
place is not just a passive, physical, measurable, and abstract entity, but a concrete location that we feel a 
connection with, that shapes our identity, that is meaningful to us on a cultural and personal level. “To be is to be 
in place,” writes American philosopher Edward Casey 5 and with this he is standing in the tradition of 
phenomenologists that claim that human existence is bound up in being in a place. Various phenomenologists 

 
1 World Ocean Review, “What Is Sustainability?,” accessed July 14, 2021, https://worldoceanreview.com/en/wor-4/concepts-for-a-
better-world/what-is-sustainability/. 
2 Julie Sze, Sustainability: Approaches to Environmental Justice and Social Power, ed. Julie Sze (New York: NYU Press, 2018). 
3 Lucy Lippard, The Lure of the Local. Senses of Place in a Multicentered Society (New York: New Press, 1997). 
4 Denis Cosgrove, Geography and Vision. Seeing, Imagining and Representing the World (London; New York: I.B. Tauris & Co., 2008), 
https://doi.org/10.1068/a4007ob. 
5 Edward Casey, Getting Back into Place: Toward a Renewed Understanding of the Place-World (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press, 2009), 14. 



wrote of ‘lived immersion’6 when describing existence. The German phenomenologist Martin Heidegger would 
call that active existence “dwelling”.7 This way of being-in-the-world is an intentional, active participation and 
interaction with the environment. Actively being, dwelling and place are two intertwined concepts that shape our 
identities. Hence, place and being are experiences that can be fostered, nourished and stimulated. This activity is 
what we call ‘place-making’. Place-making is both a process and a philosophy that may make use of urban design 
and public art principles. Place-making is an approach to provide local communities with assets, inspiration, and 
potential to create public spaces that promote people’s health, happiness, and well-being – nurturing a place and 
identity.8 
 
My artistic practice is deeply rooted in these ideas. On the one hand, art is about making sense of our everyday 
reality. Through art we can explore places and what they mean to us. On the other hand, art (in public places) can 
also be a way to escape from a place that we are familiar with. It can inspire new narratives that shape our idea of 
this particular place. Creativity and art-making may be a paradigm to make the world a better place.  
In my practice, I mainly engage in public art and site-specific pieces that pay attention to this tie and interplay 
between subject, object, and location. In my practice, I often either create site-specific pieces or I work with 
communities to jointly co-create pieces that enable practical experience of place and self – not only during the 
process but also when experiencing the finished work. Art-making becomes place-making. Accordingly, my art-
making process involves thoughts on sustainability when exploring ‘place’ – to create something with and for 
society that enriches and aspires for a balanced life. Sustainability, for me, is not limited to recycling and renewable 
sources, but it is bound up in making use and improving the resources that we have and improving the 
environment we live in. Thus, sustainability and place-making go hand in hand. 
 

 
Fig. 2. Cornelia Erdmann, Material Sample: Bamboo Hoops. September 2019. 

 
For the Sustainability Art Festival programme, I proposed to make a Den for Reflection – to construct over time, 
in a series of workshop sessions with different communities, a pavilion-like structure from bamboo hoops. 
Bamboo is a material commonly found in Hong Kong when it is used in most construction sites for scaffolding or 
for temporary festival structures. The idea was to compose a structure from simple units (hoops made from 
bamboo strips) which can be made easily by anybody and then those units are combined into a structure that 

 
6 David Seamon, Life Takes Place: Phenomenology, Lifeworlds, and Place Making, Life Takes Place: Phenomenology, Lifeworlds, and 
Place Making (Taylor and Francis, 2018), 12. 
7 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: Harper and Row, 1962). 
8 “Project for Public Spaces,” accessed July 14, 2021, https://www.pps.org/. 



organically grows with each session. This life-size structure or sculpture is a piece of slow architecture that grows 
on site made by many people, marking and making the place. Later, it can be appreciated by many while offering 
a place for reflection at the revitalised Sha Lek Corner. 
 

 
Fig. 3. Cornelia Erdmann, Bamboo Hoop Structure, 3D sketch. July 2020. 

The proposal was originated in the concept of Urban Political Ecology (UPE). UPE describes the coexistence of 
nature and culture, the connection between human and nature within the urban context. Historically, nature and 
culture have been seen as a binary system. It is considered that nature is something wild and untouched while 
culture is made by humans. Since long researchers have understood that this model is obsolete and that nature, or 
what we think is nature, has long become part of cultural processes. Especially in the urban context, nature is a 
cultural product. The urban and nature are mutually constituting dynamics that co-exist. UPE emphasises this 
interdependent coexistence of environment and culture where ‘nature’ as such cannot be distinguished any more. 
In Hong Kong, this ‘natural’ environment can be found in its large, man-made country parks and urban green 
spaces, but also at Sha Lek Corner. In the high-density inner-city area those green spaces are rare. The more they 
should be cared for and made accessible and appreciable for the public. Making the Den for Reflection at Sha 
Lek Corner proposed to re-conquer this piece of greenery with a landmark-like sculpture. With this artwork I 
wanted to invite people to being hands-on involved in building this evolving, large sculpture, while giving these 
people the space – during the process and with the finished piece – to reflect on the ecology of the place they 
work and live in as well as on the values and meaning they have about place and being, nature and culture. The 
project sought to raise awareness of the urban nature and our human-cultural relationship as a broader eco system. 
 
 



 
Fig. 4. Cornelia Erdmann, Bamboo Hoop Structure, with shadow cast, pencil sketch. July 2020. 

 
 
Caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the concept for how the Den for Reflection is made, had to be adapted. It 
was no longer possible to run larger community workshops. Instead, I planned the making of the Den of 
Reflection in collaboration with my mentees of the mentorship programme during our workshop sessions. 
 
Upon the implementation of the project, I encountered another major problem. The original intention was to use 
bamboo strips to shape the hoops out of. As it turns out, bamboo strips in the thickness needed for the project are 
not easy to come by in Hong Kong (anymore). I would have had the option to manufacture the strips myself. 
However, they need to be cut from green, fresh bamboo, which again is not commonly found in Hong Kong. The 
imported bamboo available in the city is usually old and dry and it cannot be used to be cut into thin strips. In 
consequence, I adapted my approach and came up with the idea to cut the bamboo sticks differently, into short 
cylinders instead. The idea then was to assemble the bamboo cylinders into circular units by connecting them with 
nuts and bolts (for the project only sustainable, recyclable materials are to be used). This structure from connected 
units made from small pieces would first form a blanket-like bamboo structure that can later be either suspended 
or moulded on the ground as a hollow shape. 
 



 
Fig. 5. Cornelia Erdmann, New Structure, sketch of suspended structure between the containers on site. March 2021. 

 

 
Fig. 6. Stanley Cheung, Sketch of how to connect the bamboo cylinders. March 2021. 

 
When I met my mentees for the first workshop in March 2021, I introduced them to the project and how I 
approach my work. I was happy to meet this group of lovely people that were going to help me with my project so 
dedicatedly. In my group I had: Stanley Cheung Ah-Chow, Grace Chow, Sharmaine Kwan, Tham Oi-Ming, 
Shandy Wong Kai-Shan, and Vanessa Yuen. Then we explored the site of Sha Lek Corner to get familiar with the 
options we have of placing the final work. We also looked at a pile of old, discarded bamboo found on site. Later 



in this workshop session we used this material to try out tools for cutting and for initial model making. For the 
same session I had brought along cardboard tubes from kitchen towels that I had cut into similar sized cylinders as 
I intended to use for the structure. With these cardboard pieces I let the mentees explore model making and what 
shapes these forms could become. To explore three-dimensional structures in models is important to get a feeling 
for how the project will be made. For most of my mentees it was the first time to think and work in design terms, 
to make an artwork. 
 
 

 
Fig. 7. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop 1, model making. March 2021 

 

 
Fig. 8. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop 1, model making. March 2021. 

 



 
Fig. 9. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop 1, cutting exercise. March 2021. 

 

 
Fig. 10. Cornelia Erdmann, Bamboo samples. March 2021. 

 
Throughout the next workshop sessions, I and my mentees explored various options for the best connecting 
method of the bamboo pieces and how we could optimise the production process. In the end, we decided the 
nuts-and-bolts option is the best and most sustainable to go forward. In addition, we used electric saws to cut the 
bamboo sticks and electric drills to make the holes. The rest was a lot of labour and manual work with a lot of 
patience needed to build the circular units of bamboo cylinders. 
 



 
Fig. 11. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop 2, model making, experimenting with the material. March 2021. 

 
Over the next few months, we met in regular intervals for the workshop sessions and slowly, but steadily built the 
bamboo units. For most of the mentees this was the first time to be involved in building and making a large piece 
of public art. I think, we all enjoyed the workshop sessions, working alongside each other and together at the same 
time. Making the repetitive bamboo structures, performing the same manual work, almost had a therapeutic 
character as also my mentee Sharmaine pointed out. 
 
The pandemic times and the need for social distancing have had effect on all of us. Our life habits had to change 
drastically. Many of us have been confined more or less to our homes and a relatively solitary life for a long time. 
Working manually, making something, and being productive can be a strategy to strengthen resilience. Creating a 
meaningful piece of art as a community, this process of learning, making, and experiencing circles back to the idea 
of place-making as an intentional and active way of being-in-the-world. Through the making process of the project 
and when eventually the work is readily installed, we can connect with the place. Through this piece of art and its 
making, we have created memories and ties with the place. And the work of art, the Den of Reflection, can be a 
place for others to stop and contemplate about this (changed) place, too.  
 
In the months March until May 2021 we held eight workshop sessions in which we continued with making more 
and more circular units. The progress was slow but satisfying.  
 
 



 
Fig. 12. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop Four, Stanley. April 2021. (Photo credit: Vanessa Yuen) 

 

 
Fig. 13. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop Four, Shandy. April 2021. 

 



 
Fig. 14. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop Four, assembling detail. April 2021. (Photo credit: Vanessa Yuen) 

 

 
Fig. 15. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop Four, Vanessa. April 2021. (Photo credit: Vanessa Yuen) 

 



 
Fig. 16. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop Four, Oi-Ming. April 2021. 

 

 
Fig. 17. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop Four, Sharmaine. April 2021. (Photo credit: Vanessa Yuen) 

 



 
Fig. 18. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop Four. April 2021. 

 
With each workshop session our pile of circular shapes grew, and we eventually were able to start assembling the 
units together into a larger structure. 
 

 
Fig. 19. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop Six. May 2021. 



We laid out the shapes and connected them together and for the first time, we could see what this structure may 
look like once it is finished. 
 

 
Fig. 20. Cornelia Erdmann, Workshop Six. May 2021. 

At the end of our workshop sessions, we managed to assemble many circular shapes and a small piece of 
connected bamboo circles. This assembled piece has almost the texture of a very heavy blanket. It is still a long 
way to be finished but I can see at it this point already as a suspended sculpture in the setting of Sha Lek Corner. 
 



 
Fig. 21. Cornelia Erdmann, End of Workshop Eight. May 2021. 

As part of the project, I would like to implement some light art elements. Together with my mentees I talked 
about that and showed them previous works of mine where I work with light and shadow projections. I would like 
to make use of on-site spotlights that I can appropriate for my project. 
 



 
Fig. 22. Cornelia Erdmann, End of Workshop Eight, light and shadow detail. May 2021. 

 
Since the workshop sessions with the mentees ended, I have continued on my own with the assembly of the 
artwork. Slowly the piece is growing in size and dimension of a public artwork. In the meantime, I have also been 
able to close on where its final installation location may be. I want to make use of the shipping containers’ carrier 
system. Each of the containers has a large hook hole in each corner which are normally used to lift and carry the 
containers. This structure will be strong enough from which I can suspend my artwork.  
 
My vision for the piece is that it will be hovering between the containers providing a kind of canopy structure (see 
figure 5). I am hoping that I will be able to add a light art element to the piece. Either the sunlight or spotlights in 
the night can cast a beautiful pattern of light and shadow on the ground extending and embedding the artwork into 
and with the site. No matter if I can make use of either existing light elements, such as the spotlights for night 
illumination, or if I will be installing additional LED spotlights, I plan to add some coloured light to the piece. By 
using a light colour at night, that is not normally found at the site, the artwork may function during the night as a 
light art sculpture that – like a beacon – may attract new or different audience to the site. 
 
At the time of writing this text, the piece is far from being finished and only to be installed for the exhibition in 
October 2021, but I have a strong vision of how it will be situated on site; how it is part of this Sustainable Art 
Festival and the place-making we are all part of. I cannot wait to see the piece installed and how all the artworks in 
the exhibition are inviting more people to come and make use of this place at Sha Lek Corner. In Hong Kong, 
there is not much urban green space, and it is wonderful to be part of this group that revives and enriches a piece 
of land that is a valuable space for many. As city folks we need to learn and appreciate that we co-exist with the 
more or less natural environment we created in an urban ecology – because as we are, we are in a place, we dwell. 
 



 
Fig. 23. Cornelia Erdmann, At Work, on my own. July 2021. 



 
Fig. 24. Cornelia Erdmann, Den of Reflection, making stage. July 2021. 


