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The town of Bato is located in Nasu-gun, at the eastern end of Tochigi
Prefecture. Formerly a part of the Mito domain, Bato is a historic town
named after Bato-in, a Shingon-sect monastery founded in the early feudal
period. Itis a quiet mountainous area, 75 percent of which is forested land,
stretching from the Mumo River, a tributary of the Naka River, to the we-
stern slopes of Yamizo Mountain.

How did a museum dedicated to Utagawa Hiroshige come to be built
in a small town of 14,000 with no direct connection to the Edo-period
ukiyoe artist? Agricultural towns throughout the country have experienced
depopulation as a result of postwar changes in the industrial structure and
are engaged in efforts to redevelop their communities, but only with
limited success. The construction of the Bato Machi Hiroshige Museum
is a rare, successful example of community revitalization. The museum has
been breathing new life into the town, drawing 100,000 visitors in its first
eight months and spurring community volunteers to serve as guides and
staff its shop.

The museum traces its origin to a donation by the family of Mr.
Tosaku Aoki, who fell victim to the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake of
January 1995, of a collection built around original drawings by Hiroshige.
Mr. Aoki, who was born in 1870 in Sayamada, Nieta-mura (now a part of
Ujiie-machi) in Shioya-gun, Tochigi Prefecture, created a wide-ranging
art collection including original drawings and woodblock prints by
Hiroshige, while operating a large-scale fertilizer business. Ms. Hisako
Aoki donated the collection to Bato-machi on the condition that the
artworks be collectively stored and exhibited, that local natural materials
be used as much as possible in the building, and that the museum become
a civic core of Bato-machi and a place for communication both within the
town and with the outside world.

The Bato Machi Hiroshige Museum, which is expected to revitalize
the town, stands on slightly higher ground overlooking the road beyond a
parking area. The low, extended building is quiet in appearance. With
respect to the plan, a plaza-like street connecting the plaza in front of the
town hall and the stroll path in the hills behind the museum passes
through the museum. The exhibit facilities are located on the east side of
this street and a restaurant and a store selling local produce are located on
the west side. Various opposites—stillness and movement, past and
present, classic art and everyday life—confront each other and are
resolved in this spacious multipurpose space.

The most distinctive feature of the museum is a set of delicate
louvers made of Yamizo cedar. The cedar louvers, measuring 30 by 60
millimeters in cross-section, are wrapped around the building, on the
walls and the roof, at a pitch of 120 millimeters. The architect saw
Hiroshige's style as an expression of "the shifting of light and time" and
attempted to translate that idea into space. With the cooperation of
Professor Hiroshi Ando of Utsunomiya University, local Yamizo cedar
was seasoned using far infrared rays, treated with chemicals to make it
resistant to fire and decay and subjected to repeated fire experiments until
it won approval of the Minister of Construction. Having been subjected to
so much treatment, the cedar material is as much man-made as it is
natural. It is highly durable and resistant to fire and decay yet retains the
materiality of unpainted wood. The delicate and lightweight space created
by the cedar louvers changes in appearance in many subtle ways as the
visitor moves through it. The flickering light introduced through the
eaves and the roof, which resembles light filtered by leaves, evokes the
ukiyoe world of Hiroshige. The deliberate and systematic arrangement
of space creates a refined, Japanese mood. The refined detailing of the
delicate material owes a great deal to the sincerity and effort of those
involved in the construction and the rare skill of craftsmen.

The architect, who used local materials such as Yamizo cedar, a
Japanese-style paper made in Karasuyama (for the illuminated partitions)
and the simple and quiet Ashino stone to construct a world evocative of
Hiroshige's spiritual world, has demonstrated great ability.
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