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Painting Mount Fuji: Japan's Youngest
Bathhouse Mural Artist
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Read the following article aloud.

A grand view of Mount Fuji while soaking in a bath is the image many Japanese connect to
public bathhouses. The painted murals decorating their walls are works of art in an ordinary
everyday space. 43-year-old Mizuki Tanaka, the youngest of only three artists specializing in
traditional bathhouse murals, has been painting them for 13 years. Looking ahead, she
hopes to keep this tradition alive for generations to come.

On a bathhouse's weekly closing day, scaffolding goes up in the bathing area, and Tanaka
completes the mural in one concentrated session. She normally works with four colors—red,
yellow, blue, and white, painting from the ceiling downward to avoid dripping onto sections

that have already dried. Racing against the clock, she follows the image in her mind, quickly
and efficiently switching between brushes.

Continued on next page.
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Tanaka loved drawing early on and often visited museums as a child. She once dreamed of
becoming a contemporary artist and majored in art history at university. But while searching
for a subject for her graduation thesis in her second year, she noticed something similar in
three artists she admired, Miran Fukuda, Tabaimo and Tadanori Yokoo. All three had created
works featuring public bathhouses. Curious, she visited a bathhouse for the first time and
was impressed by its murals.

She said it was special because "it was art in an everyday setting, rather than something you
had to stand and formally appreciate in a museum.” In the fall of her third year, she met
Morio Nakajima, then 81, a bathhouse mural artist. At the time, only three aging artists still
worked in the field, Nakajima among them, and he had no apprentices. She felt that if things
continued this way, the tradition would disappear, and that she had to learn the techniques
herself to preserve it.

Nakajima initially refused, saying there wasn't enough work to support another artist. But she
kept visiting him for several months, and her persistence convinced him to take her on. His
philosophy was that the techniques had to be learned through observing, not formal
instruction. Accompanying him as his apprentice, she was gradually entrusted with more of
the work. About eight years later, in May 2013, Tanaka went independent and began working
mainly in Tokyo.

At lwanoyu, a public bathhouse in Tokyo, Tanaka painted a mural in February last year. She
placed the peak of Mount Fuji along the upper part of the wall dividing the men's and
women's bathing areas so bathers on both sides could see it. "When viewed from the men's
bath, | paid particular attention to the way the light falls on Mount Fuji, creating a beautiful
gradient from yellow to blue,"” Tanaka said. The bathhouse's 85-year-old owner, Koji Sunada,
smiled, saying, "I really like this Mount Fuji. There are no clouds, which gives it a powerful,
majestic look.”

Tanaka's work goes far beyond public bathhouses, reaching hotels, nursing homes and other
settings. At her busiest, she takes on three or four jobs a month. Mount Fuji remains her
most requested subject, though clients sometimes ask for landscapes from their own local
area. She has also been increasingly commissioned by companies for promotional projects.
"l hope to expand my work by getting involved in projects outside the sphere of public
bathhouses. I'd be happy to see more people take an interest in this work," Tanaka said.

According to the Chiyoda Ward government, Kikaiyu, a public bathhouse that operated from
the Meiji through Showa eras, commissioned an artist in 1912 to paint a mural of Mount Fuiji
on its wall. Popular with customers, the mural is said to have inspired other bathhouses to
add murals.

Source: Painting Mount Fuji: Japan's Youngest Bathhouse Mural Artlst
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The Tokyo Sento (Public Bathhouse) Association says only three artists currently work as
bathhouse mural painters, including Tanaka and Nakajima. In recent years, they have
received commissions from hotels wanting to showcase a distinctly Japanese atmosphere for

inbound visitors. Some individuals have also asked them to paint murals in their home
bathrooms.

(All photos on this page courtesy of Mizuki Tanaka)

Source: Painting Mount Fuji: Japan's Youngest Bathhouse Mural Artist
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2 _ Key phrases and vocabulary

First repeat after your tutor and then read aloud by yourself.

1. public (theZ{t1+T) — gD AL
The library is open to the public every afternoon.

4. work Y&
Several of her works are on display at the Museum of Modern Art.

2. subject B4t
The teacher asked each student to choose a subject for a short essay.

3. technique 8%
She learned a new cooking technigue from her grandmother.

5. commission {&k#¥ %
The company commissioned a designer to create a new logo.

3_ Questions

Read the questions aloud and answer them.
1. How did Mizuki Tanaka get interested in painting bathhouse murals?

2. Who is Morio Nakajima, and how did he help Ms. Tanaka?
3. Where else, besides at bathhouses, has Ms. Tanaka painted murals?

4. Would you enjoy seeing traditional artwork in an everyday place
such as a bathhouse? Why or why not?

5. What traditional art or craft would you like younger people to
continue?
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