The Japanese Bath

Lovers of history and historical writing, Yoshiko
Yamamoto and Bruce Smith write on the Arts
& Crafts movement, bungalows, crafts, food,
and Japanese aesthetics. Together they have
written The Beautiful Necessity: Decorating
with Arts & Crafts, and Arts & Crafts Ideals:
Wisdom from the Arts & Crafts Movement.
Smith has also authored Greene and Greene:
Masterworks. They own the Arts & Crafts
Press, in Port Orchard, Washington, where
they print letterpress note cards and prints.
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Time to watch the
moon rise over the garden—
the aesthetic of the Japanese
bath exquisitely captured in
photography and text
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In the West, a bath is a place one goes to
cleanse the body. In Japan, one goes there
to cleanse the soul. Bathing in Japan is
about much more than cleanliness, though
cleanliness is certainly important. It is about
family and community—the washing of each
other’s backs before bathing. It is also about
being alone and contemplative, taking time to
watch the moon rise above the garden.
The idea of taking time and care with
one’s bath in Japan is as important as taking
time and care with the cooking and serving
of a meal. There is also a ritual to taking a
Japanese bath, a prescribed order of rinsing,
washing, and soaking that is passed down from
one generation to the next.
The Japanese Bath delves into the aesthetic
of bathing Japanese style—the innate beauty
of the steps surrounding the process along
with sixty full-color illustrations of the light
and airy baths themselves. A Zen meditation,
the Japanese bath cleanses the soul, and one
emerges refreshed, renewed, and serene.
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Bathing
It is just on the edge of evening. You have been surrounded
by the push and bustle of people all day, and, finally, just now, you
have returned home. Stopping to listen, you hear the late-afternoon
breeze in the tall pine tree outside. You sit quietly on the back
porch, peel and eat a tangerine, then walk a short while in your
garden. Back inside, your clothing comes off easily and you put on
a lightweight yukata. Walking to the bathhouse through the corridor overlooking the garden, you reach down to check the water
temperature in the bath, then look up to see out the window and
through the trees that the sun is just settling down between the
distant hills. You hang the yukata on a hook and sit on a wooden
stool in the washing area; you are now at the right height to look
directly out into the trees. With the wooden bucket, you scoop
water from the tub and pour it over yourself, rinsing off all the noise
and bother of the day. You do this twice more, making sure that
when you step into the bath, you will not carry with you any dirt or
refuse. You lower yourself into the bath as the last sliver of the sun
drops below the hills, then stay there ten, maybe fifteen, minutes,
watching the colors change, grow in intensity, then settle back into
a warm softness. Stepping again into the washing area, you scrub
your body, starting with your hair, your ears, your neck, working
your way down to your toes. After rinsing carefully, once again you
sit back into the bath. It is growing dark now and suddenly seems
Evening time in the rustic rotenburo, the outdoor
bath at Hoei-so Inn in Hakone, Japan.

quieter. Just barely you can hear the sound of the breeze.
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