Bathing together caused a social
dispute, resulting in a partition between
men and women’s domains. This was
mainly encouraged by conservative
bodies who aspired to preserve bathing
in public baths as a meditative ritual.
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Tiled roof above a heavy timber beamed
entrance, giving it an identifiable
presence among its neighboring
buildings. Reminiscent of a temple in its
external form, the sento constitutes an
integral part of Japanese urban scenery.
Right page, top: Sketch by Russell
Stutler from his sketchbook.

Below: Entrance to sento in the
Shinjuku district, Tokyo.
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Photo: Nishikawa yoko's

Intended to create a dignified
atmosphere, the symbolic decoration is
based on ritual conventions stemming
from Indian roots - a goldfish pond and
inner garden.

Top: Low partition between the men
and women’s domains, intended to
create a reasonable degree of privacy,
while maintaining an atmosphere of
togetherness.

Bottom: Personal water jugs.

Right page: “Women at bath” -

wood painting by 18th century artist
Torii Kiyonaga.
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Continuing down the street, an old man
dressed in a three-piece suit calls to me -
“ho, ho”. He’s probably mistaken, | think to
myself, because all foreigners look the same
to the Japanese. But he continues “ho ho-
ing” and out of politeness | stop beside him.
After a moment of mutual astonishment, |
identify Otsuka, the calligraphy teacher who
scrubs my back after bathing in the large
pool - a gesture usually reserved only for
family and close friends. In the large room
there are personal bathing points; each
of these has a low stool opposite a mirror
and a personal water pipe. Otsaka Sentei
(the Japanese word for teacher) offered to
soap my back only after two years of sitting
together and an acquaintance that became
increasingly close. But now, after two and a
half years of weekly meetings, this was the
first time we had met clothed and Otsaka,
solid and impressive in the sento, looked
totally different to me in his suit.

Almost there, | look up, seeking the smoke
from the sento chimney, park my bicycle
opposite the liquor store, turn round to see
the couples flocking in under the “noren”
curtain. Saw the familiar buildings to my
right and left and in between... instead of my
sento, an exposed patch of earth. Only then
do | understand Otsaka’s astonishment; he
knew that the ancient 70 year-old wooden
bathhouse that survived the bombing of
Tokyo during the Second World War - had
been demolished.

Ten minutes later | was pouring a tub of
cold water over my hot body at the Tatsu-
No-Yu - (waters of the dragon) that from
now on would be my sento in Tokyo. The
same neat shoes at the entrance, the same
shining deck at the entrance, the same
high windows reaching the ceiling, low
partition separating men from women, the
same garden and goldfish pool. The wall is
decorated with the same painting of Mount
Fuji, but a sign opposite the pool announces
that here the day off is Wednesday.

The need for public baths in Japan, as
elsewhere (including Europe), stemmed from
the lack of space and sanitary infrastructure
for bathrooms in private homes. However,
unlike the Western world, where the new
building that always includes bathrooms has
made them redundant, the Japanese sento
has survived as a social and ritual function.
Like other life customs, the Japanese sento
originated in India. It reached Japan via
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Korea and China during the sixth century,
after Buddhist monasteries opened their
small bathhouses to the public, mainly for
healing purposes. The building was made
of thick wooden beams canopied with clay
roof-tiles and included an entrance leading
to a small opening in the wall (to reduce
heat loss) to a concealed, dark washing hall
with a well-kept garden and goldfish pool,
and huge statues of Buddha.

The bathhouse became very popular during
the Nara period, the capital of Japan between
710-784. During this period, relations
with China strengthened and upper-class
students sent to China, returned and soon
took key positions in Japan. Adopting the
Chinese nobility patterns of life, the upper
classes began to build bathhouses on their
private estates - a trend that gradually
filtered down to the middle classes - to
become a popular, ritual convention.

Without faucets, they washed their bodies
with the help of wooden pails filled with
hot water, each bather allocated a limited
amount of water. During this period, bath
houses were still simple in appearance,
and women, men and even children bathed
together, which made bath houses a family
place for recreation. Scrubbing services,
which provided women with a livelihood,
were gradually added, and later, rest rooms
where sex was briefly provided.

This caused a social debate where
conservative bodies who advocated bathing
as a religious ritual, attempted to get rid
of shared bathing. Within this frame, the
conservative Shogun Tokugawa took real
action, ordering the construction of a low
partition, which, to this day, separates
women and men’s domains. Sex services
did decrease, to be established outside the
sento, under the title "soap land".

At the end of the Edo period that was
characterized by stability and economic
prosperity, the form of the sento became

stylized. The temple-like appearance began
to include a large sunken bath and tall high
windows to let in the light, while maintaining
the modesty of the bathers. However, the
symbolic decoration was maintained to
create a dignified atmosphere based on
ritual conventions originating in India - at
the center of which were a fish pond and
inner "Zen Buddhist" garden, which strives
to connect wisdom, ethics and meditation.

From the late nineteenth century, during
the Meiji period (1868-1912), Japan began
to open up to the West and the sento
established itself as a commercially owned
social recreation center, maintaining its
symbolic presence above its surroundings.

The following Taisho period (1912-1926) was
rife with social and economic disaster, both
as a result of the emperor’s deteriorating
health, and the worst earthquake in the
history of Tokyo, in 1923. At this time, more
than 3000 bathhouses were registered in
Tokyo alone, while two days later, tens of
thousands of people found themselves
without shelter and with deteriorating
sanitation, increasing the importance of the
only 400 sentos left standing.

The bathhouses were quickly restored,
using modern materials and easily available
components, such as mosaic floors instead
of the old-fashioned timber decks, large
mirrors placed in dressing rooms - a situation
that exists more or less to this day.

The sento is often mistaken for the Onsen
- the hot bathhouses scattered throughout
Japan, based on hot springs. Their main
livelihood comes from country tourism so
they also provide accommodation facilities.
Unlike the Onsen, the sento is found mainly
in the big cities, usually heated by burning
wood taken from old timber houses.

Like most Japanese construction, the sento
is also adapted to tatami dimensions - the
traditional sleeping mat that symbolizes
the connection between human needs and
building dimensions.

*Ohad Tsfati, product design and paper
artist. Owns a workshop for producing and
designing Japanese Kozo paper. Lived in
Tokyo for 25 years and today leads multi-
disciplinary groups throughout Japan.

Technical advisor: Na’ama Atar.

Fuji Mountain - the highest in Japan - a
source of inspiration in literature and art
- appears as a decorative convention in
almost every sento.

Left page: Commercialization of the
sento supplies a wider range of activities
for all family members.
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Imagine yourselves wandering through the back streets of Tokyo, Osaka, or Kyoto...
walking down one of the commercial streets. Next to the rice store, or the convenience
stores, you briefly look up at a large and impressive building reminiscent of a temple.
A Dbright curtain partially covers the entrance over which “hot water” is written in
Chinese. Underneath is a small deck for visitors’ sandals. A young couple go inside
- he says something to her and she nods in agreement; he turns right and she turns
left, removes her sandals, places them in a wooden chest and gracefully disappears
inside the building. Stepping inside and wondering about the nature of this unknown
building, you discover a hall filled with running water everywhere. Naked “priests”
enthusiastically scrub themselves, or each other, and you wonder what draws all of
them to this steaming “hall”, and slowly realize that the meaning and the only reason
for this ritual is merely the sanctity of a clean body... and soul.

The discovery of a bathhouse in the maze
of narrow, inner streets of any Japanese city
initially filled me with wonder. The building
with its curvy clay roof tiles above thick
wooden walls at the entrance made me
wonder - unlike temples, its outer walls were
painted in old pink, though | later learned
that the color and form of the sento are
not consistent. Its size is meant to assure
adults that the bathhouse is an honored
place, while the pastel colors are intended
to soften the severe building for children.

Years have passed since that summer
Tuesday evening at the beginning of
September, when | visited the bathhouse for
the first time. Tuesday was the best day to
visit my sento, which was closed on Mondays
for cleaning. The thorough cleaning reaches
every corner - the entrance, dressing rooms
and lockers - far beyond the timber floor in
the washing rooms that are scrubbed daily.
On this day, the sento receives its visitors
with an air of dignity and renewal.

| set aside about three hours for myself
and, after mental preparation, | buoyantly
leave the house with a towel and a set of
soaps and shampoo in a small basin that
would serve for washing my body at the
sento. Before leaving the house, | put two
bottles of beer in the refrigerator for later.
Outside it was a pleasant autumn evening,
the best time for a bath. Still enough light
to penetrate the high window, to light up
the pale blue walls with the Fuji Mountain
painting hanging above the baths.

| set out on my bicycle, but after about
a hundred meters return for my sento
notebook, in which | write down my ideas and
thoughts after getting out of the steaming
water. I'll be among the first to arrive, | think
to myself, the sento will be half empty, every
splash echoing loudly in a space that is over
7 meters high. In these early hours the water
is still very warm and pristine, and the sento
is mainly populated by women, their voices
clearly heard on the men’s side.

The low partition between men and women’s
domains doesn’t reach the ceiling and it
is not uncommon to hear a bather calling
a family member on the other side of the
wall. So the female presence is greatly felt
in the men’s area, and vice versa. This light
partition actually starts at the entrance, and
only the owner of the sento and his wife,
who sit on a raised seat, can see what is
happening on both sides of it.

My thoughts paddle the wheels of the bicycle
towards the bathhouse. On the way, | pass a
temple and receive a bow from the smiling
gardener. | politely bow in return while riding
by; he identifies the basin in my left hand,
raises an eyebrow and in a puzzled voice
asks - “to the sento?” | continue to the busy
commercial street the whole length of which
is decorated with red plastic Japanese
maple leaves so characteristic of the peak of
Fall. Real maple leaves are still yellowing...
but as | learned to know, the Japanese are
always ahead of nature.
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