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ABSTRACT

City as Nature is an ecological art and media studio based
primarily in Kitakagaya, a former shipbuilding district

on the outskirts of Osaka, Japan. Working with local

and international practitioners, and public and private
organizations across multiple disciplines and sectors,
they produce ecological art projects that re-connect
people, process, and place with the ecosystems in which
we dwell. Two narrative project studies in Kitakagaya

are presented here: 1) The Branch Osaka, a physical
ecological space built inside a typical wood-and-earth row
house in an 80-year-old marketplace—rebuilt by City as
Nature, using locally recycled materials, it now serves

as a residence and ecological art space, with a natural
garden and donation-based programming; 2] City as
Nature Festival, an ecological neighborhood “happening,”
taking place in multiple local public and privately-owned
spaces. The festival explores urban relationships with the
nature through art-driven dialogs between practitioners,
the general public, and the urban space itself. From these
projects, City as Nature hopes to explore approaches

to cultivating relationships—individual, meaningful
relationships between designers, executives, civic leaders,
citizens, and the communities of ecosystems in and around
our cities. Through an ongoing, truthful dialog with the
environment, people might just discover the possible city,
an equitable place for all beings.
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1. Abeautiful block print of the Sumiyoshi Tall Lantern by
Hasegawa Sadanobu | (c. 1860)
2. Present day Sumiyoshi Tall Lantern in Suminoe-Ku, Osaka.
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3. Preparation for an art performance
at the former Namura Shipbuilding
yards

4. Alley where the Branch Osaka and
Pocket Farm are located in Kitakagya
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5. Lydon talking with a neighbor about
ideas for Pocket Farm

6. Suhee Kang moving construction
materials from a warehouse to the
Branch Osaka by bicycle
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1 Introduction

There is a beautiful block print of the 12th
century Sumiyoshi Tall Lantern in Naniwa
(present day Osaka) where the lighthouse stands
beside a picturesque grove of Japanese black
pines (Fig. 1). It has a commanding view of the
ocean. Miraculously, the lighthouse still exists
today (Fig. 2). The ocean, however, has moved
so far away during these 9 centuries that you
must now walk 5 km—heading past apartments,
subway stations, shopping streets, freeways,

and a boat race stadium—before arriving at the
present-day ferry terminal, and the waters of
Osaka Bay.
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The ground in between these two points is
the result of some 400 years of gradual land
reclamation projects, and the neighborhood
of Kitakagaya, a former shipbuilding district
on the outskirts of Osaka, Japan, occupies the
frontier of this reclamation. Kitakagaya is an
amazing feat of engineering and human power.
Yet standing in this uniform landscape, with
curiously few hints of the area’s watery past,
one is also left feeling somehow disconnected
from the environment. City as Nature, an
ecological art and media studio, wonders in
this situation, how one might reclaim our
relationship with the water and more generally,

the nature.

2 Small Acts of Re-connection

It is not as if this neighborhood called
Kitakagaya lacks character or a sense of
livability. It is bursting with it. Standing
at the shipyards, where city meets estuary,
the neighborhood comes across as a dense
combination of warehouses, factories,
gardens, tiny homes, independent businesses,
and artist studios (Fig. 3, 4). A walk around

the neighborhood gives the impression of
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the beauty and diversity of creative human
enterprise.

Yet as with so many urban areas—both
in Japan and globally—there are major social
and ecological issues beneath the structures
and public personas encountered on the street.
People know that the artificial separation
of themselves, their jobs, and cities from the
ecosystem that they are part of plays a large
role in creating these issues'"’. More so, all the
psychological effects loop directly back into the
ecological ones™; humans who are not well-
connected to nature in and around their urban
environments exhibit habits that—even when
well-intended—often further the separation

from and abuse of the environment.

There is a fundamental disconnect

we have forgotten that we are ecological
beings

form and function of cities

sustainable only in dreams

intangible hopes of the countless

designers, scientists, philosophers

Because we cannot shape ecological cities

without this fundamental understanding that
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7. A workshop participant recording
a soil and plant color palette, using
direct pigments from the soils plants.

8. Participants gathering around a
mandala of 12 edible plants, to take
partin a sensing workshop.

9. Herb foraging workshop by Kang in
the plum orchard at Kitakagaya Koen
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we are ecological beings, the work of City as
Nature, begins with the cultivation of these
relationships, between nature and individual
urban-dwelling human beings. City as Nature
believes that this practice offers a reasonable
foundation on which a truly sustainable city can

grow, naturally.

3 The Branch Osaka

3.1 The Workshop

City as Nature’s first non-transient, public-
facing space is the Branch Osaka. This space
was actually an 80-year-old fish shop, built in
the traditional Japanese market street fashion:
tiny shop on ground floor, tiny sleeping
room above. The structure is a marvelous
simple work of wood, earth, and tile, but
was uninhabitable when City as Nature
began renting it. For three months the studio
rebuilt the space by hand (Fig. 5), using mostly
reclaimed materials.

The materials—donated by Chishima Land
Company—were slowly transported from an
old warehouse, using bicycles (Fig. 6). Countless
hands helped; residents from a local guesthouse
sanded and painted, neighbors donated plants,
faraway friends donated funds, and the director
of MinnaNouen, the local urban farming
association, declared #kkgreen (Kitakagaya
Green) as our neighborhood motto and hashtag.
The process highlights a social ecosystem; in this
ecology, community support, relationships, and
co-involvement are essential.

All workshops and events at the Branch
Osaka and its Pocket Farm are rooted in the
practice of understanding human existence as
ecological beings. Yet the first attempts at these
workshops some 10 years ago—Dbefore City
as Nature had a space—were filled with an
uneasiness. Could urban dwellers, exceedingly
disconnected from the ecology of their
landscapes, really reclaim this relationship with

nature so easily?

SRS / RREIRE

Instructions for these first workshops were
simple. City as Nature first made participants
aware of the basic biology of the soil, and
the millions of creatures living in each square
centimeter. Then there were actions—seasonal
palette with soil and plant pigments (Fig. 7),
sensing meditation (Fig. 8), and weed foraging
(Fig. 9). All actions are framed by simple rules
of engagement: practice awareness and respect
for the lives in the soil; let these lives know your
intention; and work together to discover the
beauty in this relationship.

Responses to these workshops help quell
our skepticism. An elderly woman stood in her
own garden and spoke with wonderment: “I
have worked in this garden my whole life, and I
have never seen it this way.” Later, in the Branch
Osaka garden, a young woman smiled, touching

the textures of her soil color palette, “Until

today, I never knew that soil could be beautiful”.

After hundreds of events with people
from all kinds of professional backgrounds,
City as Nature says confidently what many
ecopsychologists and cosmologists have claimed
for decades: we human beings have an innate
ability to cultivate deep, meaningful, informative
relationships with the environment, and all it
takes is practice”. Further, cultivating these
relationships can radically change the way we
approach our jobs, how we see, how we design,
and how we go about our lives.

This way of thinking and doing already
exists throughout Japan, in the Shinto shrines
and Buddhist temples, and on the natural farms
dotting both city and countryside. This change—
in how we view ourselves in relation to the
environment—to happen in broader contexts
and geographies is simpler than we might
think. Humans generally require only place and
permission: place where nature is allowed to
thrive, and permission from society, to engage
in relationships that might seem strange at first.
Strange, as in talking to a tree, or befriending

weeds, or giving thanks to the microbes in the

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES
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10. A selection of local weeds and herbs are dried and kept in the
Branch Osaka gallery space, for making teas and tinctures.

soil. These acts are normal for some societies,
yet difficult for most industrialized ones.

An art-based practice offers an effective way
to approach the “social permission” aspect of
this work—artists embrace alternative ways of
seeing and do not generally ask permission from
society to do strange things. In this way, perhaps
we might all embrace, as Joseph Beuys said, the

artist that exists inside each of us”’.

3.2 Pocket Farm

Inspired by the work of Patrick Geddes and
Masanobu Fukuoka, Pocket Farm is a space
dedicated to taking this concept of building
relationships with the nature into practice, and
is used to produce social and ecological value
within the neighborhood. This is not the value
measured in monetary terms. It is measured in
far more interesting ways: the number of times
people stop in their tracks just to enjoy a new
flower they did not notice the day before, the
diversity of weeds resident in this farm, the cups
of tea made from these weeds and then shared
with neighbors (Fig. 10).

This tea—and the status given to weeds in
the Pocket Farm in particular—is a surprise
to most visitors. Normally, such plants are

attacked, cut, and rooted out. At Pocket Farm,
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people rarely bother the dandelions (Taraxacum
spp.), mugworts (Artemisia spp.), chameleon
plants (Houttuynia cordata), or other self-
appointed plant denizens (Fig. 11). When we do,
a nod of gratitude is given. Instead of discarding
these plants, they are added to a salad, or dried
for mixing into the numerous blends of herb tea
that Suhee Kang, a licensed herbalist, produces
throughout the year and serves freely to visitors
(Fig. 12).

Attempting to value urban spaces in
non-monetary ways—through meaningful
relationships and invaluable moments of sensory
delight—teaches us much about the fullness of
the ecology we are part of. It teaches us to be
thankful. It teaches us to be slowly attentive to a
surprisingly rich world of plants and animals that
live within our urban neighborhoods (Fig. 13). It
teaches us to smell and taste that world in new
ways.

These plant lives have an unbelievable
potential to help human beings find a way
forward, and one of the jobs of this Pocket
Farm is to share that potential with others. The
motivation of this work is not about dictating
how someone should treat nature, so much as it
is about creating the possibility for relationships.
What this relationship is like for you, is entirely
up to your own determination, character, and

understanding of the lives around you.
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4 City as Nature Festival

Truthfully seeing what is
unapologetically seeing what is
what is truthfully seeing

but disregarding the name of a thing
as curiosity finds the ways

in and around the cracks that names conceal

The City as Nature Festival is a week-

long ecological art happening, taking place in
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11. Flowering weeds at the east entrance
to Pocket Farm

12. Leaves of geranium (Pelargonium
graveolens), chameleon plants,
rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis),
and various mints are prepared for
drying at the Branch Osaka.

. Kang and Lydon sitting in the shade of
Kagawamame beans at Pocket Farm
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multiple public and privately-owned spaces
around Kitakagaya (Fig. 14). The work here is
based on a combination of freedom, along with
a meaningful constraint. In this particular time
and place, the constraint is a question, to artists
and all participants: what is your relationship
with water?

This question implies a trajectory of
thinking; it flows from water, into all forms.
How is the human relationship with water in

this place? How is our relationship with all of

ydon
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the life forms touched by water that makes up
this place; the plants, the animals, the microbes
in the soil, the fungal life forms, the mycelium,
and with all of these lives that we do not see,
yet that support all that we do see? How is
our relationship with the invisible water, and
what does it look like when we recognize and
cultivate that relationship?

During the festival, Takuma Uematsu
found water in the relationship between
humans and trees, and the atmosphere that
we both exchange. Pittore Felice, a mother of
two young girls, painted the amniotic fluid,
reminding us that we are aquatic species in the
womb. A slow and methodical act of mixing
of machine oil and sea water highlighted the
industrial theme of Masahiro Kawanaka’s
work. Meanwhile the exhibition building
itself, built by former shipwrights nearly a
century ago, was revealed by Yuki Tsukiyama’s
artwork, as a structure slowly sinking
sideways, back into the soil and water below.

An interdisciplinary festival suggests the
removal of hierarchy between disciplines,
between people, and here especially, between
species. Robin Lasser and Marguerite Perret
achieved this in their project “Signaling Water:
Multi-Species Migration and Displacement,”
where participants altered the language of
maritime flags, communicating messages to the
aquatic species that we co-inhabit this world
with. Over 50 unique flags were produced by
local and international participants, describing
their personal dialogs with water (Fig. 15).
A multi-species communication parade, with
fifes and drums and flags, broke out into the
streets. Hundreds of local people joined—
craftspeople, farmers, chefs, architects,
children, parents, teachers, students from
local high schools and universities, and
various other practitioners. They connected
with 30 creative practitioners from 7 countries,
and together people uncovered the moments

and places where humans and their cities are
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intertwined with water.

This is a work of determination to find our
place here as human beings. It is a discovery.
It is a celebration. What if all of our work in
cities could be done with this spirit? Somewhere
here, we surmise, could be the answer to many
questions of sustainability in design, production,

and otherwise.

5 Building a Relationship With Urban
Nature

The rewilding of a city
begins in the sense
the rewilding of the minds

of dreams and imaginations

Humans have a sense that discerns rivers
and plants as nature, and the built environment
as something outside of or above nature. When
we see ourselves as ecological beings however,
this view turns out to be inaccurate. If we are
ecological beings, all parts of the city are parts
of this ecology, too.

What would cities look like if people
approached the materiality, and the process of
construction, use, and decommissioning of the
urban structures with such a view? If nature
treats this process as one birth, growth, death,
and decay—where the last step gives back to
the first—how might people also embrace an
urban world where the birth and decay of
material form contributes to a more virtuous
cycle?

The answers to such questions are less
likely to be discovered in a climate-controlled
office than they are to be found in cultivating
relationships—individual, meaningful
relationships between designers, executives,
civic leaders, citizens, and the communities of
ecosystems in and around our cities. Through an
ongoing, truthful dialog with the environment,
people might just discover the possible city, an

equitable place for all beings. LAF
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14. One of several display spaces during the City as Nature Festival
was the central atrium at Chidori Bunka.

15. Workshop co-leader Pittore Felice preparing her flag for the
“Signaling Water: Multi-Species Migration and Displacement”
parade.
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