
Rede�ning the term ‘house and garden’, Tree-ness 
House is a mountain of concrete boxes dotted with 
pockets of greenery – 17 in all. Located squarely  
in the middle of Tokyo, the building was created by 
architect Akihisa Hirata for a gallerist and his family.  
In addition to passions for photography and 
contemporary art, the owner has a penchant for the 
great outdoors. Now he doesn’t even need to leave 
home for his nature �x.

The start of the project may be traced back to a 
chair – Hirata’s �rst realisation of his ‘pleats’ concept. 
Rooted in fractal geometry, the ball-shaped seat 
consisted of a single, continuously folded surface 
resembling cluster coral. Eager to translate this model 
into architecture, Hirata brought the chair to his �rst 
meeting with the gallerist, who was planning a new 
exhibition space in Ginza. After that project faltered, 
the client asked Hirata to replace his existing home 
with a combined house and gallery. Shortly before the 
start of construction in 2011, the Great East Japan 
Earthquake jolted the country and once again Hirata’s 
project came to a standstill. This pause caused  
the client to rethink the brief and Hirata to redesign 
accordingly. The upshot was Tree-ness House.

Filling a narrow site along a busy, two-lane 
thoroughfare, the property stands rather taller than  
the neighbouring two- and three-storey dwellings. 
Fitting neatly within the volume permitted by the  
city’s sunshine laws, it is designed as a compilation of 
boxes piled in a stepped formation. ‘I thought it would 
be better to articulate the volume instead of making 
one big one,’ explains the architect. 

Hirata allocated one function per box. In-between, 
he inserted sheets of museum-grade glass, creating  
less enclosed areas for the living, dining and other 
communal spaces. Spread out over nine levels, the 
maze-like interior practically requires a compass to 
navigate. But there is logic and hierarchy to Hirata’s 
thinking. Linked by stairs, lift and a hollow core 
extending from street to rooftop, the space transitions 
from the public gallery at the building’s base to an 

independent studio �at above that and, �nally, the 
client’s private triplex at the summit. 

Contrasting with the gallery, a six square-metre 
cube of windowless space, the airy and light-�lled  
home seems to �oat above the city. In keeping with 
convention, it begins with a foyer where outdoor shoes 
are exchanged for indoor slippers, and �ows into the 
kitchen and dining area. From there, a few steps ascend 
to the living room which opens onto a wood-clad mini-
study and a leather-lined lounge, each housed in its 
own box, plus a terrace at the back. More stairs lead up 
to the three bedrooms, followed by a bathroom and the 
outdoor spaces that crown the building. While the 
terrace is for air-drying clothes (as is the preference  
in Japan), the roof garden is for relaxation. When  
one is surrounded by the small trees and potted plants, 
Tokyo’s hustle and bustle simply melts away.

To open up the boxy rooms and soften their rigid 
geometry, Hirata cut holes in the concrete and 
surrounded them with exterior metal frames. Informed 
by his ‘pleats’ concept, each frame is a continuous, 
albeit contorted, steel surface that was mortared into 
place – the building’s greatest construction challenge. 
Like giant window boxes, the frames incorporate 
planters for �owering and fruit-bearing plants, 
resulting in dots of greenery across the exterior. ‘I 
envisioned groups of small plants among the rocky 
outcrops on a mountainside,’ says Hirata. The 
building’s various levels and aspects create conditions 
that will support everything from cacti to conifers. 

By contrast, most surfaces inside the home are 
blank. There’s barely even any art. While glass and 
concrete walls limit display options, the paucity of 
paintings is down to the client’s wish to distinguish his 
home and work place. Finishes and �ttings, such as 
drapery by textile designer Yoko Ando and lighting 
�xtures by Michael Anastassiades, add comfort  
to the raw space. 

With its concrete trunk, metal branches and real 
leaves, Tree-ness House perfectly fuses the organic and 
the manmade. ∂ hao.nu
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LOCATED IN TOSHIMA, IN THE 

HEART OF TOKYO, TREE-NESS 

HOUSE IS COMPRISED OF 

MULTIPLE CONCRETE CUBES, 

PUNCTUATED BY 17 FOLDED  

STEEL WINDOW BOXES
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