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4. The project selects
three spatial typologies
to insert the Urban
Tree Holes in Shibuya,
Tokyo, in order to create
an urban spiritual
infrastructure network.
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From the exterior, a two-
way mirror reflects the
image of the user and
the cityscape of Shibuya
in the background; when
stepping inside, the
mirror facade turns into
a window that helps the
user focus attention on
an overlooked street
tree.
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“I always do shopping alone
in Shibuya, and must be the
loneliest woman in the street.
| passed this tree many times
without knowing that the tree
in front of me right now is so

6. (EREBEUHIEBELZR
ENHILED X F R ERFIAY
=R, SRARELETA

lonely and silent in such a RERTIEMEST T —
noisyycity. Through the text BERENXT "Ml
1B B9SdiE.

on the LED glass, | can talk
to it, my new and only friend

2 : ; 6. Through the LED text on
in Shibuya.”

the glass and the scene
in front, the user starts
a silent conversation
about the experience
of loneness with the
overlooked street tree
in Shibuya.

—Yozora Mikazuki
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1 The Ignored Urban Mental Desire

Throughout history, the development of different disciplines

all resonates with the growing and evolving of human desires.
Spatial design professions echo with such desires by organizing
built environment and managing spatial systems. Environmental
issues acquire more attention along with the ongoing process

of urbanization, emphasizing the importance of urban public
health as the collective desire of all humans.

Landscape Architecture is established on the understanding
of the relationship between the improvement of urban
environment and public health. Currently, the standard of
evaluating the livability of a city relies largely on the quality of
public space, green coverage rate, the accessibility to parks, etc.
It is well discussed that landscape can accommodate emotion
and relief pressure and thus has a positive meaning to people’s
mental health: healing garden and therapeutic landscape as
specific landscape types can help improve users’ physical and
mental health; the contextual therapy theory in Psychology also
acknowledges the function of a picturesque environment in
mental relaxation",

However, current urban construction has largely focused
on the physical aspect of public health. Kevin Thwaites points
out that although the importance of enhancing human life
quality through the design of urban space is well understood,
the capacity of urban design to help mitigate mental fatigue

126

seems implicit and may be assumed to accrue automatically as
a by-product of other general urban design strategies”. This

is demonstrated in two aspects: 1) studies on public mental
health through the planning and design of city-scale green space
systems are inadequate, and specific landscape types like healing
gardens are incapable to tackle with systematic problems; 2)
different user groups have variegated mental desires in public
spaces which cannot be addressed simply by generic solutions
of the design for urban open spaces (e.g., urban parks). The
landscape related to mental health is still functioning as a
therapy within conventional medicine protocols and seems have
not yet extended far into consideration of design in the wider
public realm™. Thus, this article introduces the conceptual
project Tokyo Loneliness Tree Hole Plan which focuses on a
specific user group of urban public space system, and analyzes
their mental desires in built environment, in order to explore

a new possibility of alleviating urban mental health problems
through spatial design by conceiving an urban spiritual
infrastructure which is a new systematic framework besides of

the grey and green infrastructures (Fig. 1).

2 Design for Whom: the Recognition of Loneliness
It is a consensus to design public space for the public.

Seeing the public as the majority of people, however, results
in the neglect of the minority and their desires. The design of
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The sky of the city is
occupied by high-rise
buildings; in the project,
the sky corridors
between such buildings
are used to create a
place where the user
and the forgotten sky
would experience an
empathetic moment.
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This project was

the entry proposal

of an international
competition under
the topic "Eliminate
Loneliness.” The term
of "eliminate” reflects
the social tendency

of seeing loneliness
as adisease and a
negative issue. The
proposal is entitled
“From Eliminating

to Elevating” in

hope of overturning
such negative
understandings

of loneliness, and
suggests a new way of
thinking.

It is commonly
acknowledged that
loneliness has an
important position in
Japanese aesthetics
and philosophy,
which can be found

in concepts such as
“Wabi-sabi” and "Mono

no aware."

public spaces often focuses on satisfying the typical desires of
the majority: those who can freely behave in public space and
enjoy the encounter and interaction with strangers. There is
another group of people who are reluctant to bother others and
unwilling to be disturbed—feeling nervous in crowded places—
who are the “lonely” individuals and should not be ignored in
the design of public spaces.

In the western binary context, “loneliness” has long been
delineated as a negative emotion or mental condition and the
opposite of “positive communication” and “sharing.” The theory
of Salutogenesis' established by medical sociologist Aaron
Antonovsky has promoted the shift in modern Medical Science
from the pathogenic orientation model which excessively focuses
on mitigating negative impact of potential illness and lowering
disease risk, towards the salutogenic orientation model that
faces one’s physical and mental health condition positively. At
the society level, the pathogenic orientation model emphasizes
illness hazards to alarm the public; while at the individual level,
it leads to the attention being solely focused on the disease once
it is identified: either way lacks a synthetic understanding of the
complexity of human health”. This resonates with the situation
of the individuals in the city who are suffering from the pressure
of being lonely, while the society is indicating the danger of
being lonely and the necessity of eliminating loneliness®. The
salutogenic orientation model has been applied in spatial
construction, and scholars in the field of Landscape Architecture
have pointed out that urban landscape has the potential to
offer a pleasurable experience and relief from mental stress
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and illness'*. Following the Salutogenesis Theory, urban

built environment can reshape the society’s understanding of
loneliness by encouraging the public to get along with loneliness
through spatial design methods (Fig. 2).

3 Site Selection and Research Methods

Tokyo Loneliness Tree Hole Plan was the first-prize-winner
proposal of the Eliminate Loneliness Idea Competition in 2019.
The proposal targets the loneliness issue in Tokyo, Japan as a
response to the topic of Design for Whom. The behavioral mode
of self-restraining and keeping social distance in Japanese’s
public life, together with the extremely high living pressure
and demographic density of Tokyo, lead to the prevalence of
loneliness in every corner of the city—the lonely individuals are
the minority of users of public space and the majority of citizens
of Tokyo. Furthermore, loneliness, as an aesthetic concept in
oriental cultures emphasizing the status of getting along with
oneself, has been depicted in lots of art and literature pieces®.
This justifies and unifies both the proposal topic and the site
selection: the project establishes a new cognitive mode of
loneliness based on the Salutogenesis Theory in a city dominated
by the phenomenon and aesthetics of loneliness through spatial
design methods. In this sense, the proposal starts from studying
lonely individuals® mental desires and aims at providing
comfortable spaces for them to get along with loneliness by
mitigating the negative impact of mental status.

The project reconsiders loneliness and embraces the

“I loved looking at the sky
when | was a child living in
Tokyo's countryside. Then
the city was occupied by
towers and | was too busy
to look up again. Cannot
believe that | can meet the
sky here and walk through
it. It must be as lonely as me
these years. Now we are
friends again.”
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8. When the user stays
in the Tree Hole, one's
—_Hikigaya Hachiman view is blocked while
the sky is reflected by
tilted mirrors on both
sides, which reshapes
the viewing mode and

the viewing object.

© © Cai Gandong, Cai Mingjie



(T WRRRRE 2

Runeff water collection

KESE
Water curtain

EXKES
HREE
Tank and

filter

SRR
Reflecting pool |
gtman >
Subway

EHRE=
Urban Tree Hole 03

7
/
~0 © Cai Gandong, Cai Mingjie

positive meanings of such an emotion. It proceeds with the
research in a scenario-based methodology through observation,
documentation, and graphic translation of different groups

of Tokyo citizens to reveal various kinds of loneliness in the

city. The project continues to propose a city-scale “spiritual
infrastructure” by providing systematic strategies to satisfy
the public’s mental desires, and a series of oriental empathetic
places at site scale derived from the salutogenic orientation
model (Fig. 3).

4 Urban Tree Hole: The Empathy of Loneliness between
Human and Nature

Lonely individuals concern less about the feeling of loneliness
per se than the way loneliness is treated by society and the
disturbance to others by being lonely. To lonely people, privacy
and company is the antidote and a strategy to depathologize
loneliness”’. In this sense, they might prefer to talk to a “tree
hole”: a space that can be easily found around, will not respond
to or disturb others, but provides enclosed, safe, and comfortable
shelters and refuges, where anyone who wants to spend some
time alone can no worry about the outside world.

Thwaites points out that a structure of restorative urban
open spaces is emerging”: It moves away from the idea of large
discrete open areas to more of a web- or mesh-like structure
that links together a system of smaller spaces, whose quantity
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and high accessibility in cities have the advantage in tackling
mental issues in a timely manner. The project proposes such a
spiritual infrastructure network of small “urban tree holes” as a
systematic maneuver to provide the lonely individuals in Tokyo
with a chance to get alone with themselves, with the space, and
with loneliness.

Shibuya, the center of Tokyo, is selected as the site for
implementing the plan. On the one hand, as the major
commercial center and the most stressful area to live and
work, Shibuya perfectly represents the Tokyo loneliness; on
the other hand, given that only 6 percent of Tokyo’s urban
area is classified as open space'®’, Shibuya with the highest
building density in the city is desperate for such “urban tree
holes.” The project proposes operative tree hole prototypes
according to specific site conditions and conceives three different
spatial modes to create innovative public spaces in Shibuya
by integrating with street retail spaces, sky corridors, and
underground spaces (Fig. 4).

Instead of creating an isolated place for people to stay in,
the tree hole space invites accompanies from nature—such as
tree, sky, and water—to the users by a sequence of spatial design
strategies. Roger Ulrich proved the function of natural elements
in elevating people’s mental health level with a comparative
research on a group of patients who experience considerable
anxiety!”: the patients with the tree view had better recovery

from frustration, fewer negative evaluative comments, and
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The rain garden on the
ground introduces a
sustainable water feature
into the city streetscape.
The collected urban
rainfall will be drained
to the renovated
underground space and
become a unique natural
element in the Urban
Tree Hole.



shorter hospitalized days, compared with the wall-view patients.
As the most common natural elements, tree, sky, and water are
ignored in the high density and fast-paced urban life—they are
also silent and lonely in the city. By amplifying the loneliness
aesthetics between nature and people, the project attempts to
establish an oriental empathy: human and nature can “share” and
“communicate” the feeling of loneliness temporarily.

4.1 Urban Tree Hole 01: Renovation of Street Retail Spaces

The retail spaces along the streets in Shibuya, where
commercial and cultural activities are vibrant, have the great
potential to be transformed and embedded in small-scale public
spaces. The design strategy of Urban Tree Hole 01 focuses on
the way of seeing by switching the interior and exterior spaces.
The tree hole spaces are hidden in the urban context by being
embedded in renovated stores along retail streets, which minimizes
the visual impact of the original urban interfaces. From the
exterior, a two-way mirror as the new facade of the renovated
space reflects the image of the user and the city in the background;
from the interior, the mirror separates the city and the user who
escapes away from the world, and obtains a moment to rediscover
the overlooked landscape in the city the user is originally familiar
with. The design method of borrowing scenery is used to invite
street trees which become a companion and listener of the tree
hole user. As the new city spiritual infrastructure, the embedded
tree hole spaces distributed in the city but hidden in the street
context provide citizens with a moment of meditation and a Zen-
garden-like experience (Fig. 5, 6).
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4.2 Urban Tree Hole 02: Utilization of Sky Corridors

While the vertical transportation mode depending on the
elevators represents an important movement in high-density
cities, the sky corridors between high-rises offer horizontal
connected open spaces for the city, promoting the openness
and publicity of the overhead space. Although sky is a part
of the cityscape, clustered high-rise buildings make people
gradually lost the instinct to look up at the sky—climbing up
to the skyscraper and overlook the cityscape becomes today’s
normal viewing mode. Through the strategy of obstructive
scenery and sight manipulation, the Urban Tree Hole 02 utilizes
sky corridors between buildings to offer users spaces to briefly
stay alone. Compared with the traditional sky corridor that
emphasizes transparency, the Tree Hole’s external scenery is
deliberately blocked by sidewalls. Only the sky is reflected by
tilted mirrors on both sides of the corridor, which forces the
user to focus on the mirrors by his feet. Consequently, a spiritual
infrastructure is established through such sky-corridor tree holes
built, and the user can look down to meet the sky which should
have been found by looking up, where people and the forgotten
sky experience an empathetic moment on both the physical and
mental levels (Fig. 7, 8).

4.3 Urban Tree Hole 03: Excavation of Underground Spaces
Besides the visible ground and overhead spaces in the city,
the invisible underground spaces can also be used to contribute
to the spiritual infrastructure. By locating the Urban Tree Hole
03 as the small-scale public spaces below the street intersections

uya? Every water
op is tiny and invisible
like me, being silent in

10. RREAHRETHA
WTR=ERET, T4

uge monster of ﬁ?@i&?ﬁjﬁ%ﬁﬂﬁ(g

Tokyo.b But“the power Mjﬁﬁﬁzﬁ,’z %BFEW;E

of accumulation is szjg T‘EE'TEEMG—F*Q
[iE=tnyi

tremendous and we are
now fighting together
against the loneliness of
the city. We are going to
make it.”

10. Tokyo is a city with well-
developed underground
spaces. Besides
the underground
transportation
and municipal
infrastructure, the
Urban Tree Holes

—Rintarou Okabe
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become the new
underground spiritual
infrastructure of Tokyo.
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in Shibuya, the tree hole space provides a quiet place in the
busy city. Except for the underground part, the design of the
Tree Hole 03 also includes rain gardens above ground. Since
in the center of a highly-dense metropolitan city people rarely
care about where the rainfall will go, the strategy for the Tree
Hole 03 intends to collect and filter the neglected runoff and
transform it into an appealing water feature in underground
spaces. The water curtain can also effectively block the ground
noise, which helps create a place for users to get along and
communicate with the nature element—water. From above
ground to underground, from never being noticed to being
the focus, the design method of scenery replacement turns the
originally invisible city underground and runoffs into visible
empathetic objects for the lonely users (Fig. 9, 10).

4.4 The Use and Management of Urban Tree Holes

Besides the spatial design strategies, the Tokyo Loneliness
Tree Hole Plan attempts to answer two questions simultaneously:
How to convey the comfortable experience of getting along with
loneliness, and how to establish a comprehensive and sharing
structure among citizens based on this new type of public space?
Therefore, the Tokyo Loneliness Tree Hole Guide is introduced
in the project (Fig. 11). This guidebook not only presents the
locations and instructions of the urban tree holes but also
provides a message board for the users to write down and share
their stories and experience about loneness and the tree holes. In
this way, users can circulate the Tree Hole Guide and transform
it into a collective communication tool for the lonely individuals.

Also, to balance the publicity and privacy and with security
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People who would like
to read the guidebook
can borrow it from the
Urban Tree Hole, and
return it back for the
next user
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and management considerations, each Tree Hole is designed

for one person use, and operated by a reservation mechanism,
through which only one user can enter and use the space
exclusively at a specific time span—such a “One Person, One-
Time” place is created. This effective reservation mechanism
allows the public to take turns to use the space orderly. These
urban tree holes propose a new possibility for public life which
cannot directly apply the use and management mode of the
traditional urban public space. Therefore, the “One Person, One-
Time” reservation mechanism together with the Tree Hole Guide
can support the operation of this new type of public space, which

will become the new urban infrastructure network in the future.

5 One Person Park: The Possibility of Future Public Space

While the modern city has a clear definition on public- and
private-owned spaces through land use and ownership division,
ambiguity exists between the public and the private when it
comes to practical issues. Currently, the discussion regarding
the vagueness of the public and the private mainly focuses on
the space that is privately owned but opens its external areas
to the public in order to provide more urban open space'®.
Alternatively, Tokyo Loneliness Tree Hole Plan proposes a type
of space that is public but offers people a temporary and private
place for solitary use through the “One Person, One-Time”
mode. The concept of “private-public space” aims at criticizing
the indifference against the diversity of users’ mental desires in
existing public spaces, breaking the banal boundary between

the public and the private, and exploring a possibility of future
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(@  This event, launched by
the Celebrity Series of
Boston and Musician
Rayna Yun Chou, was
installed and exhibited
in the public spaces
of Boston Chinatown
and Harvard Plaza in
Cambridge for 10 days.
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public space with vagueness—the “One Person Park.”

“One Person Park” as a concept has not been discussed
before it is mentioned in this project. Its major differences from
traditional urban park are: 1) traditional parks are merely
public, while the One Person Park can switch between public
and private modes through management; 2) traditional parks
often occupy a large amount of urban land, while One Person
Park is inserted into the existing urban spatial systems; and 3)
traditional parks own abundant resource of landscape, while
One Person Park absorbs adjacent natural elements as the
supplement of landscape resource. It is the vagueness in both the
ownership status and the spatial image of One Person Park that
makes it a void yet a promised space of expectation in existing
public space system'”. Far from the retrogression of publicity
and going back to the private garden or private owned space,
One Person Park suggests a new communication mode on public
sharing.

While One Person Park has not been fully discussed yet,
the exploration of private use of public space has started. For
example, Concert For One, a temporary public art event, was
held in Boston, the United States in 2019, which provided a
chance for one instrument player and one listener to stay in a
solitary space for one minute, creating a private music experience
for public space users®. This art project echoes with the One
Person Park concept, both of which challenge the function of
current public spaces: in an era when interactive programs such
as music plaza and amphitheater are everywhere and become a
stereotype in public space design, can we imagine a new form of
public landscape that allows the user to enjoy being alone?

“One Person Park” as an alternative for future public space
development should earn more attention in the design of urban
spaces. The COVID-19 pandemic urges designers to consider the
issue of public isolation and non-contact communication, as well
as the new way to use existing public spaces. There is a huge
conflict regarding the behavioral mode encouraging the openness
and interaction in public spaces and the hygiene protocols
avoiding physical touch during the pandemic. To what degree
can current public space design reflect and address the physical
and mental desires of city dwellers? How can the concept of One

Person Park enrich and complement the study on urban public
life?

6 Conclusions
This article investigates people’s mental desires in public

space through the introduction of a conceptual design project,

proposes a set of spatial strategies for eliminating the public’s
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prejudice against loneliness, and offers suitable public spaces
for the lonely individuals living in cities through the study of
different scenarios. As a competition entry, the Tokyo Loneliness
Tree Hole Plan brings up three operational prototypes as well
as intervention modes instead of specific construction guidance
or techniques for any designated site. Thus, the project concerns
less with detailed management issues when the tree holes
are implemented in reality, than the discussion of its value in
exploring mental-oriented design intervention in urban space
construction. Furthermore, given that urban loneliness is not the
only mental health issue in modern cities, the strategy applied
should vary regarding different mental desires. The thoughts and
ideas in the Tokyo Loneliness Tree Hole Plan, however, can offer
references for public space planning and design in the future.

In the time of post-pandemic, with people’s tendency to stay
alone or restrict getting together in public space, how design
can fulfill people’s new desire—especially the mental desire—
becomes a new agenda for designers. Mental health awareness
needs to be integrated into health and social policies, health-
system planning, and health-care delivery""”, including the design
and construction of urban public space and infrastructure. More
ideas based on specific backgrounds, cities, and public desires
should be taken into consideration in the future, in order to
promote new discussion and practice in a broader territory and
context. LAF
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