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On 6 and 9 August 1945 the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki vanished
in seconds, obliterated by a powerful blast moving beyond the speed of
sound, and a heat rivalling that of the Sun. No one can adequately
convey this experience. In trying to apprehend and understand it, we
have only images of the effects of this unimaginable force, the material
imprints of atomic annihilation. The aim of this article is to explore a situ-
ation in which a temporary lack of representation prevents the emergence
of memory surrounding a traumatic event in public discourse. It also
seeks to rethink the status and some previous interpretations of the
images mentioned above. It will concentrate on photographic images in
a book titled Hiroshima–Nagasaki: A Pictorial Record of the Atomic
Destruction,1 published in 1978. As this publication was prepared in
both English and Japanese and was distributed free of charge, it has
become the most easily accessible source of the images of the atomic
annihilation. It contains a collection of both photographic images and
survivors’ paintings. From 4000 photographs collected from various
sources, some 400 pieces were selected for publication, ranging from
images of the direct effects of the atomic bomb, to those showing the
subsequent lives of victims a few decades after the attacks, and documen-
tation undertaken by the US military. This article will analyse the first
group of images, concentrating on a few images which, widely repro-
duced, became the icons of atomic destruction.

On 15 August 1945 the Japanese Emperor, for the first time in history,
spoke directly to his people on the radio and announced the end of the
war; the Japanese military surrendered, and on 2 September Allied Occu-
pation began in Japan. The main objective of the US General Headquar-
ters was to build peace and democracy. Reforms were implemented, even
in some cases supported by not-so-democratic means, such as censorship.
The so-called Press Code forbade, among other things, the release of
information concerning war damage. According to these regulations
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pictures from neither Hiroshima nor Nagasaki could be published, nor
could the suffering of the victims be recognised and properly discussed.
It is therefore worth noting that representations of atomic destruction
in Japan barely existed in public discourse for the seven years of the
American Occupation. In newspaper reports in the days following the
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki the Japanese Government
accused the United States of war crimes that violated the provisions of
the Hague Tribunal. But soon after the capitulation, and as censorship
began, the voices of condemnation fell silent. Occupation regulations
banned the publishing not only of images by professional reporters doc-
umenting the atomic destruction but also those of ordinary citizens of
the annihilated cities who, not yet fully aware of what had happened,
took pictures of their affliction and grievous damage. Both professional
cameramen and amateurs were ordered to destroy films and prints. The
publication of such photographs would have provided clear evidence of
those killed and the suffering of survivors and also reveal the scale of
the crime, and seriously complicate the position of the Americans as
liberators and benefactors of Japan.

Were it not for some photographers who, risking legal consequences,
hid their negatives, some of the images of annihilation, especially those
made shortly after the attack, would never have found their place in
the collective consciousness. In the months and years following the drop-
ping of the atomic bombs, various Occupation agencies and Allied
government bodies sent their own research missions to document the
effects of nuclear attacks and the reconstruction of cities razed to
the ground. But these pictures were also not published until the end of
the Occupation, and it was not until the late 1960s that the material con-
fiscated or collected by the Americans was gradually given back to Japan.

The process of registering the information concerning the atomic
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki is intertwined with the emergence
of the cultural trauma attached to these events in Japanese society. As
Jeffrey C Alexander puts it:

Cultural trauma occurs when members of a collectivity feel they have been
subjected to a horrendous event that leaves indelible marks upon their
group consciousness, marking their memories forever and changing their
future identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways.2

He also observes a frequent fallacy appearing in trauma studies, namely
the use of the individual trauma model for research on collective
trauma. As Alexander points out, at the level of society there are no inher-
ently ‘traumatic’ events; this status is constructed and given to the society:

The traumatic status is attributed to real or imagined phenomena, not
because of their actual harmfulness or their objective abruptness, but
because these phenomena are believed to have abruptly, and harmfully
affected collective identity.3

He sees the ‘trauma process’ as a ‘gap between event and representation’.
In order that the narration might proceed, the collectivity must be pro-
vided with answers to the following questions: What is the nature of
the pain and what caused it? What is the nature of the affected group?
What is the relationship between the victims and the society as a
whole? And who is responsible for causing the trauma?4
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The withholding of information by the Occupation forces means that
the majority of Japanese did not realise the scale of destruction caused by
the nuclear attacks and, what is more, often these attacks were not set
apart from those on other cities devastated by ‘conventional’ air raids.
As Hiro Saito writes, survivors of a nuclear destruction existed only in
the local medical discourse, where doctors had to deal with an unpredict-
able disease caused by a new type of weapon. However, on the political
level the atomic attacks were raised to the dimension of crimes against
humanity, omitting the traumatic experience at the national and geo-
graphical level.5 Great care was taken to give an international character
to the commemoration of this tragedy and to construct it as a foundation
for world peace. Official discourse was silent on the recent history of the
attacks and their consequences, including the contemporaneous living
conditions of bomb victims who survived the destruction and struggled
not only with radiation sickness but also social ostracism. The vision of
remembrance constructed by the Occupation authorities was directed
towards the future, towards better conditions for all of humanity.
According to this narrative the tragedy was over. Saito discerns in such
peace declarations of the period a certain teleological order. These state-
ments were of a recurring pattern, which took over the role of a founding
narrative for postwar Japan – the sacrifice of the victims of nuclear
weapons became the foundation for development and peace in the
postwar years. The attack in this narrative has become a ‘break’ point,
which shuts off the past and allows only for entry into a new reality.
As Saito puts it: ‘The teleological remembering of the dead allowed Japa-
nese not only to leave the past behind but also to bury survivors with the
dead.’6

Japanese society for a long time did not have an awareness of the dis-
tinct character of the weapons used in the attacks on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki, or the scale of the destruction that took place in both cities.
Written testimonies of the victims, published at the end of the Occupation
period, tried to convey the truth about these events, but due to limited
access to book form publication, and the limitations of language itself,
they had little effect in creating an awareness of this event on the
broader level of society. Victims could find neither acceptance nor
support in society at large, because at this time the community of suffer-
ing was not strong enough, the cultural trauma had not yet emerged. Only
when a community of cultural trauma is created can it accept the exist-
ence of suffering and also take responsibility for it, allowing its
members to share the suffering of others and vice versa. Denial of partici-
pation in the trauma and exclusion from solidarity leaves suffering
victims to themselves.7 This was the case for the victims of the atomic
bombs in Japan.

With the implementation of the Peace Treaty in San Francisco in April
1952 official censorship was abolished. Any concealed or withheld
materials could now come to light. The book market was flooded with
testimonies and collections of short stories by and about atomic bomb
survivors, and images showing the effects of the bombing also started
to be widely published. The first images of atomic destruction were
shown the same year. On 6 August, the anniversary of the Hiroshima
attack, Asahi Graph magazine published a special edition with photos
depicting the direct effects of nuclear attacks.8 Newspaper photographers

789

5. Hiro Saito, ‘Reiterated
Commemoration:
Hiroshima as National
Trauma’, Sociological
Theory, vol 24, no 4,
December 2006, pp 360–
361

6. Ibid, p 362

7. Alexander et al, op cit, p 1

8. Robert Jay Lifton, Death in
Life: Survivors of
Hiroshima, University of
North Carolina Press,
1991, p 454



Hajime Miyatake and Eiichi Matsumuto began documenting the disaster
a few days after the attack and continued this task of documentation until
mid-September 1945. However, according to the occupation law they
were forced to return prints and burn negatives. Both of them hid their
films. Prints from the negatives saved by Miyatake and Matsumoto
were the first representations of nuclear annihilation that Japanese citi-
zens could view since the war. The anniversary issue of the newspaper
sold more than half a million copies on the first day and a fast low-
quality reprint had to be produced.9 Photographic images of nuclear
destruction, hidden during the occupation by their authors, were saved
not only from material damage, but also from being lost to the collective
memory of those events. The revelation of the images showing the effects
of the atomic bombing on Hiroshima and Nagasaki was a crucially sig-
nificant moment in the process of shaping Japanese cultural trauma.
This event made it possible to begin the process of creating not only the
consciousness, but also the memory of the atomic bombings within Japa-
nese society, which had previously been effectively held back and covered
up. As the creation of collective trauma is based on imaginative forms
referring to information on something that has really happened or not,
the publication of the shocking images meant that people could finally
imagine the unprecedented scale and nature of this destruction. Only
through the process of representation could the Japanese community
experience the event. Even if the claims of victims are morally and
legally justified, their recognition by a collectivity does not happen natu-
rally or automatically.10

Photography before the rise of digital technology was commonly per-
ceived as a reliable document of evidence. Images from Hiroshima and
Nagasaki shown to the Japanese postwar community had the status of a
record of these events and in the context of a temporary absence of
images they were also a revelation of a certain reality. Today, however,
the notion that a photograph is identical with the object has been entirely
undermined. Taking into account the use of sciences such as chemistry and
physics in the photographic process, as well as its mechanisation, which
gave photography the dimension of a transparent adherence to reality,
one could take photography as a means of searching for truth.11 For
viewers looking at the first photographic images the new technique
appeared to be an objective method of reproducing reality, in comparison
with painting which only imitated reality. However, the photographic
image must be seen as the result of both recording and imitation,
because the conditions in which photography meets its object are unique
and crucial to form.12 Thus, despite the complexity of the process from
which the image emerges, it always contains an imprint of reality, and is
associated with it. As Roland Barthes wrote regarding the testifying
dimension of photography, it does not necessarily say that something
does not exist, but it certainly says it was there:13

The Photograph is an extended, loaded evidence – as if it caricatured not
the figure of what it represents (quite the converse) but its very existence. . .
on the one hand ‘it is not there,’ on the other ‘but it has indeed been’.14

Even if the photographic image shows the object with a bias, it always
certifies its presence in the past. It is a kind of confirmation that the
written text cannot give. Using the light reflected from the object and
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photographic technology, a fragment of reality is preserved, a reality that
occurred in a given place and time, as both its mapping and its physical
footprint. Barthes writes that photography is not only a copy of reality
but also its emanation. The photographic image is a representation of
time, it encloses ‘this-has-been’. The viewer is aware that this particular
event is finished and belongs to the past, but at the same time, being
aware of its future or reading its codes, he or she is re-living a future
that will happen and has already happened at the same time. Hence,
photographs of human suffering and overwhelming destruction, if
shown early enough, could have caused a shock to Japanese society and
united it against the recent crime – and still have had a useful effect.
Such images, presented seven years after the event they portray, placed
the tragic events in the past, in the what ‘has-been’. Even if the images
of annihilation strongly shocked Japanese society, these feelings were
not strong enough in their current political situation to break into the
space of public discourse and create a unifying memory image, one that
would have included the entire nation. Nevertheless the publication of
the Hiroshima and Nagasaki photographs had great significance for the
nature of the memory of those events. The Japanese were at first con-
fronted with suggestive images of destruction and suffering, which intro-
duced vivid images to the collective memory that no language-based
record or statistics could. Saito describes the position adopted by Japa-
nese society as ‘viewers of remote suffering’.15 Pictures of destruction
were undeniable evidence of the events which, however, on the level of
society, belonged to the past. Feelings of pity or compassion were
typical of the viewer’s position and were an expression of the barriers
that still existed between the Japanese public and the direct victims of
atomic bombs in Japan.

Apart from the photographic material supplied by the Asahi Graph
reporters, photographs taken on the site of extermination during military
missions and scientific research, as well as by individual photographers
and by victims themselves, survived the occupation. One such victim,
Yoshito Matsushige, managed to produce five negatives on the very day
the atomic bomb was dropped in Hiroshima. In one of the photos,
taken a few hours after the attack, black smoke is visible above the city.
The attack on Hiroshima was carried out at 8.15 am local time, and,
according to descriptions of the victims, immediately after the flash of
an explosion the city was covered in darkness, the only light coming
from a ubiquitous fire. From victims’ testimonies a clear image of hell
on earth emerges: shattered buildings burning, people trapped in the
ruins begging for help and water; and those who managed to stand on
their own had clothes torn off by the blast and bodies burned, stripping
off their skin and making their facial features unrecognisable. A photo-
graph taken by Matsushige presents a district police officer providing
first aid to victims.16 The man washes their burns with cooking oil
stored for rationing in the area. Suffering people around him wait for
their turn, and in the background one can see a character in clothes torn
to rags, her hair standing on end from the blast. Both this figure and the
other women in the foreground are holding hands outstretched in front
of them, a gesture typical of people with severe arm burns. Matsushige
recalled the moment of taking this picture: ‘As I came near and raised
my camera, my tears blurred the finder so that I could hardly see to take
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it.’17 Today actually very little is ‘visible’ in this photography as well. First,
because it was made under the influence of strong emotions, with no con-
sideration of technique. As Matsushige recalled, that day he saw several
people wandering around Hiroshima holding cameras, but no one was
able to take pictures. Matsushige himself could not bear the burden of
making a record of what had happened, but when he finally gathered
the strength it resulted in one of these rather random-looking pictures.
The image, which is affected by his great effort to break through his
own suffering, can be considered to show very little when compared
with the shockingly detailed work of professional photographers docu-
menting the damage, their images composed of cities razed to the
ground, so as to stress the enormity of destruction. In the case of Matsush-
ige we have a pulse, an instinctive gesture of recording. The second factor
that blurred his images is the visible mechanical damage to the negatives
hidden during the Occupation, which were often kept in far from adequate
conditions, such as being buried underground. However, paradoxically,
the circumstances that make this picture imperfect and illegible produce
multi-dimensional evidence of nuclear annihilation. Damage to the
image caused by improper storage is a material sign of the US Occupation
policy. Visible cracks and blurring are traces of seven years during which
these images existed only in the memory of individual survivors. Jacek
Leociak sees a similar dimension to this kind of damage when examining
photographic portraits depicting victims of the Holocaust:

The destruction of material shown in these photographs was created by the
touch of that time. . . The photographic image has been damaged somehow
revealing its internal tissue that has become an additional texture of the
images, a kind of mark, the image’s stigma.18

Bearing in mind that these are probably the first preserved images of the
effects of the atomic bomb, we might desire to see in these photographs as
much as possible, to get out of them the truth of the scale of suffering and
destruction, hidden for so many years. As Georges Didi-Huberman puts
it, this happens because we have excessively high expectations of this
type of image of destruction, which ‘are merely torn shreds, pieces of
appearance. Therefore they are inadequate – what we see is very little
compared with how much we know.’ There is also a danger, to a
certain extent, of ignoring this kind of inaccurate proof, in the desire
‘to see everything in them, making them the icons of horror’.19

In the documentation, both written and photographic, one can find
many examples of shadows, traces of the terrible power of the atomic
blast. The instantaneous annihilation was so fast that it swept away
lives in a fraction of a second, mid-step, in the middle of doing something,
leaving a material trace in the form of shadow: silhouettes of people
walking over a bridge left on the pavement, or the outline of a painter
on a ladder, absorbed by the wall he had been painting. In another photo-
graph by Matsushige one can see a stain spilled on the stairs. At first look
this photograph does not produce any horror, until one matches the
marks to fit the shape of a person who sat on the stairs at the time of
explosion; a figure can be imagined sitting on the stairs where the
shadow is larger, with legs in place of two narrow strips. The truth
about nuclear annihilation emerges precisely at that moment. This is
the kind of experience that Susan Sontag calls the ‘negative epiphany’,20
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a moment in which the viewer first comes into contact with the image of a
terrifying subject and reaches the limit of shock and sadness, experiencing
a kind of ‘modern revelation’.21 The impact of these atomic shadows is so
much the stronger precisely because there is no direct record of the atro-
city, and hence the revelation must take place in the viewer’s imagination,
hitting one from the inside, expanding one’s empathy. The next photo-
graph, taken for the Japanese Ministry of Education in late September
and October 1945 by Shunkichi Kikuchi, shows the shadow of an inani-
mate object, a hydraulic valve.22 In this case, the shadow is not a shape-
less stain; one can recognise the form of the valve at first sight, a distinct
shadow, which emulates the tap in the foreground. In this picture what
has survived indicates what, and who, did not survive the annihilation.
Here an inanimate object survived, a metal alloy produced to function
in extreme temperatures. Looking at a sharp imprint on the wall one
can only try to imagine the power of the atomic blast. A shadow
appears when a source of light encounters an obstacle; the human body
in contact with the power of an atomic explosion instantly evaporates
in its annihilating blast. Looking at what has survived, the viewer is con-
stantly referred back to what immediately disappeared or was devoured
by an advancing sea of fire. In both of these photographs we are
dealing with an imprint of a reality of dual nature. The photographic
medium certifies that ‘this-has-been’; it is a record of the effect of an
atomic bomb. Moreover, in the shadow of an explosion left on the wall
one can find the most tangible record of the event. Shadow as such is
mainly associated with temporality, change and movement. Sometimes
when an object, or a part of it, is long exposed to sunlight there is a
fading effect, and what stays behind a barrier becomes dark. Depending
on the properties of the objects this process usually takes time. In an
atomic explosion this effect was climactic, so that the instantaneous
exposure has left a clear shadow. This is a kind of photograph within a
photograph; the stopping of a moment is a testimony to an experience
that no one can survive.

During the Second World War photographer Yosuke Yamahata
worked for Japanese troops documenting military operations. At the
time of the atomic bombings he was in Fukuoka from where he was
sent by a military agency to Nagasaki as news that another ‘new type’
bomb had been dropped. His task was to document the overall situation
and everything that could be ‘possibly useful for military propaganda’.23

Yamahata arrived in Nagasaki on the morning of 10 August and walked
across the city with the camera. Photographs taken by him on the day
after the explosion are a unique record of the annihilation of Nagasaki,
in terms of both time and the number of photographs taken in such a
short time. The oeuvre of this photographer is also widely recognised
because one of his pictures was used in Edward Steichen’s ‘Family of
Man’ exhibition and there were solo exhibitions of his works in 1995
in the US and Japan, accompanied by a detailed catalogue. What dis-
tinguishes the two records of Yamahata and Matsushige is the attitude
of the two photographers towards the destruction, which has its conse-
quences in these representations. Yamahata was used to the horrors of
war, and it is likely that after working as a military photographer for
years he had become relatively immune to the sight of suffering and
destruction. In Nagasaki he was just doing his job. As he recalled, that
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day he managed to stay calm in the face of the immensity of atomic
annihilation: ‘Perhaps it’s unforgivable, but in fact at the time, I was com-
pletely calm and composed. In other words, perhaps it was just too much,
too enormous to absorb.’24 This inability to grasp the overwhelming
destruction, incomparable to what he had experienced so far, combined
with the habit of professional work in combat conditions, led him to dis-
tance himself from the situation. Yamahata wrote that he thought only
about himself, how to take pictures and to avoid death if another
attack occurred. In the memoirs of victims who had sought shelter at
the train station, Yamahata appears methodically taking photographs,
in addition disrupting the peace of people whom he approached. A boy
carrying his dying brother on his back was stopped by the photographer
who soon afterwards left without a word. This episode is said to have
haunted the boy for years.25

Masafumi Suzuki, when analysing Yamahata’s photos, compared
them with later photographs taken in the 1950s and 1960s in Hiroshima
and Nagasaki. Suzuki puts these in a linear sequence that places Yamaha-
ta’s oeuvre as a starting point for the phenomenon of atomic photogra-
phy.26 Suzuki writes that the images of Yamahata:

. . . represent a remarkable achievement of seeing and recording, calling it a
‘ground zero’ from which all subsequent atomic photography emerged.
Their power lies in their precise documentary imagery: they are in
essence, a cataloguing of post-atomic landscape.27

Looking at Yamahata’s corpus one has the impression not only of ‘seeing
and recording’, as Suzuki puts it, but that of both intervention and non-
intervention in his photographs. The professionalism of Yamahata is
visible in the quality of photographs, sharp, precisely framed, leaving
no uncertainty as to what we see in them. But the price of this sharpness
is a loss of potential empathy; there is something acted out in these
images. At the same time the images of suffering bring about the ‘act of
non-intervention’. As Sontag writes, the action of shooting photographs
is associated with a dimension of aggression and voyeurism.28 The
desire to record other people’s pain, together with abdication from
giving help at that time, and thus further traumatising the victim,
brings a dimension of brutality to the shooting of photographs. This is
clearly testified to by the boy at the station. Another problem concerning
Yamahata’s style or, rather, a lack of individuality in his images, is noted
in Suzuki’s article: ‘He seemed thoroughly indifferent to the usual obses-
sion with individual self-expression and to the hope of indicting misery
through realism.’29 But are these photographs really devoid of personal
style and always realist? In the images taken by Yamahata a dimension
of aesthetisation does appear, though it is initially hard to accept,
knowing that we are looking at a record of the destruction of thousands
of people. One particular example of this tendency is a photograph of a
cascade of water gushing from a broken pipe in ruined Nagasaki that
has an almost painterly quality.30 In the foreground one can see two
figures passing a bridge, heading into the ruins hidden in the fog. On
the left side there is a burnt tree, only two branches with foliage left on
it, which seems to be embracing the whole scene. The rest of the frame
is dominated by clouds of smoke and gushing water, which create an
otherworldly atmosphere. The element of horror is indexed by debris
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Yosuke Yamahata, Nagasaki, 10 August 1945, black and white photograph, # Shogo Yamahata, courtesy IDG
films
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protruding in the background, but if ignored one might think that we are
dealing with a traditional genre scene showing travellers, comparable to
examples found in Japanese art. One is aware of the horror that lurks
behind a picturesque floating water cloud. The picture of the bridge is a
denunciation of the nuclear annihilation happening behind the veil of
clouds. Suzuki continues his discussion of Yamahata’s photography as
‘direct and dispassionate’ as follows:31

If we take Yamahata’s photographs of Nagasaki as the starting point – the
‘ground zero’ of atomic photography, later works can be seen as a first step
toward formulating a meaning for these events.32

One cannot help feeling just the opposite about Yamahata’s theatricality
and the imposition of meaningful commentary. His images are mostly por-
traits in which the person gazes directly into the lens – or the lens is trying
to catch his/her gaze. These are signs of either forced or voluntary posing,
which deprives the image of authenticity but adds drama. One gets the
impression that the photographs were intentionally composed so that
they would have aesthetic value and tell a story at the same time. This is
evident when one looks at more portraits of the victims, some of the
most widely reproduced images used in ‘The Family of Man’ exhibition,
the portrait of a mother and a child holding a rice ball,33 or the portrait
of a young woman standing in the rubble.34 It can be argued that Yama-
hata’s images of victims aspire to the status of psychological portraits that
give the feeling of entering into someone’s intimacy. Right away a question
comes to a viewer’s mind – as the girl gazes sadly into the distance, who is
she looking for? Simultaneously one can notice a poetic contrast between
the young girl’s body and the charred skeleton lying at her feet. We ask
why the mother and the child do not eat if food on the site of catastrophe
is so scarce. The popular interpretation of this photograph says that they
do not have the strength to eat due to exhaustion. But one might also
assume that this is simply a moment of posing, the brutal act of photo-
graphic shooting, surprise appearing on child’s face and kind of resigna-
tion on the face of the mother. According to the objectives of his
mission in Nagasaki, Yamahata created propaganda images, which
produce individual ‘easy to remember’ narratives. Suzuki, writing about
Yamahata’s photographs, describes them as ‘ground zero’ photography;
apart from the elements of time and place he also sees these images as
refraining from commentary, not giving meaning to the shown events. I
see these photographs in just the opposite way; in comparison with the
images of other photographers his work seems to be a fairly coherent
humanist project, having aesthetic and epic values.

The photographs of Yamahata and others also include far more
drastic images. For instance, among Yamahata’s photographs are a few
panoramas taken in different locations in the city. What is common to
these landscapes, regardless of the part of the city in which they were
taken, is the endless sea of ruins from which the viewer’s attention succes-
sively captures shocking details. There are shapes in which one recognises
charred human bodies, shattered or deformed objects that evoke their
previous forms, referring to the recent past. The night before this had
been a vibrant city, but to see the traces of it one has to put together
these remnants. At the end of the Occupation period the average Japanese
person still well remembered the reality of war, and now looking at these

796

31. Ibid

32. Ibid

33. This image can be viewed
online at http://www.
exploratorium.edu/
nagasaki/journey/04.jpg;
last accessed November
2011.

34. This image can be viewed
online at http://www.
exploratorium.edu/
nagasaki/journey/33.jpg;
last accessed November
2011.



pictures they could also find a fraction of their own experience and see
themselves as potential victims of nuclear annihilation. After all, in
both cities civilians had been the targets.

Pictures by other photographers, Hajime Miyatake, Eiichi Matsumoto
or Shunkichi Kikuchi, bring the viewer the most basic physical level of
human suffering. Miyatake devoted the majority of his reportage to
those victims who had survived, and in a rather moderate and subtle
way he comments on the reality of the medical stations where victims
of nuclear attack receiving aid are lying on makeshift beds.35 Miyatake
shows clearly that the end for many of these people is close, and one of
the photographs documents a hastily organised crematorium. These
images seem to be more restrained, less staged than the images of Yama-
hata. These photographs do not give the impression that the photogra-
pher is trying to catch the viewer’s eye or to guess the thoughts of the
person portrayed. In them we see a more real, silent dimension of suffer-
ing, a pain and shock so strong that it precludes any reflection. The
‘uncanny stillness’ recurs frequently in victims’ testimonies: ‘An old
woman lay near me with an expression of suffering on her face, but she
made no sound. Indeed one thing was common to everyone I saw – com-
plete silence. . .’36 The images discussed above are only a fraction of the
photographic material from Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The chosen photo-
graphs remind us not only of the specificity of the horrendous event which
took place but also the complicated historical context that stands behind
the images themselves. Looking at these pictures as evidence of atrocity
one has to take great care not to distort or disregard their value.
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35. One such image can be
viewed online at http://
www.pcf.city.hiroshima.
jp/virtual/img/ex0807_
img/080710.jpg; last
accessed November 2011.

36. Lifton, op cit, p 26




