Background Essay
Artistic Representation of Human Experiences of the Atomic Bombings

I. The Atomic Bombings and Hibakusha
In the summer of 1945, the United States exploded three nuclear bombs. The first,
marking the beginning of the nuclear age, was the “test” explosion of a plutonium bomb
on July 16, 1945 at the Trinity site in New Mexico. On August 6, America dropped a
Uranium bomb called “Little Boy” on Hiroshima. Three days later, another plutonium
bomb, “Fat Man,” was dropped on Nagasaki.1 These three atomic explosions make one
related and connected event, so significant that John Whittier Treat, a scholar of Japanese
atomic bomb literature, claims that the nuclear explosions “split human history into
halves.”2 Prior to these bombings, progress, science, and intellectual curiosity were
regarded as positive features of humanity. These “virtues,” however, contributed to the
birth of the atomic bombs. As Japanese writer Inoue Hisashi stated “Civilization became
uncivilized.”3 By succeeding to produce and explode atomic bombs, human beings
succeeded in, according to Hannah Arendt, “harnessing of the basic power of the
universe” and acquired for the first time the means to obliterate an entire city in a second.
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Thus, “politically, [through the atomic bombings] the modern world, in which we live
today, was born.”4 In the inevitable and ensuing nuclear race, humans have owned the
capacity to destroy our own species and the environment in which we live. Nations which
possess nuclear weapons can decide on whom to “loosen the force from which the sun
draws its power.”5 Humans have since been bound by a nuclear politics motivated by fear,
since no nation or individual is safe from the possibility of a nuclear accident or attack.
International politics of the past 60 years have been shaped by who has or who does not
have the atomic bomb.

1. Wreckage
The Manhattan Project, which designed and produced the atomic bombs under the
administration of General Leslie R. Groves, was a massive but secretly run United States
government-funded enterprise. Urged by a letter drafted by Leó Szilárd and signed by
Albert Einstein, in 1939 President Franklin D. Roosevelt established the Manhattan
Project to study the potential military use of fission. In 1943 a laboratory to produce the
bomb was created at Los Alamos, New Mexico where many world-class scientists and
engineers worked under the direction of J. Robert Oppenheimer. By its completion the
project cost approximately 2 billion dollars and had involved 125,000 people.6
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The power of the atomic bombings was unprecedented. The nuclear explosion in
Hiroshima, which had the force of more than 15,000 tons of TNT, generated a blast
carrying the pressure of several hundred thousand atmospheres.7 The bomb dropped on
Nagasaki was the plutonium type, which produced a blast equal to 21,000 tons of TNT.8
The temperature at the center of the fireball at the moment of the atomic bomb’s
detonation over Hiroshima was calculated as more than 1 million degrees Celsius. The
fireball with a diameter of 280 meters and a temperature of 7,700 degrees Celsius was
quickly formed on the ground, immediately killing an estimated 66,000 persons in
Hiroshima and 39,000 persons in Nagasaki.9 In the areas not hit by the atomic fire-ball,
fires started from kitchen flames in collapsed houses. Fires rapidly spread, creating a daylong conflagration in which those trapped under collapsed houses were burned alive. The
atomic explosions resulted in 13 kilometer of burned fields in Hiroshima and 6.7
kilometers in Nagasaki.10
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Though most radiation was emitted within a minute after the bombs were
detonated, “black rain” that started about twenty minutes after the explosions included
radioactive ash as well. 11 It is reported that 50 percent of all those located within 1.2
kilometers of the hypocenter of both cities died on the day of the explosion, and more
than 80 percent of those exposed at this distance eventually died from wounds or
radiation inflicted by the bombs. The estimated casualty claimed by the two atomic
bombs ranges widely since the exact figure of casualty cannot be known. Kyōko and
Mark Selden report in their The Atomic Bomb: Voices from Hiroshima and Nagasaki
that, by the end of 1945, the atomic bombs had claimed the lives of 140,000 of
Hiroshima’s 350,000 population and 70,000 of Nagasaki’s 270,000 population.12
These are only the “the facts and statistics” from which it is hard to imagine the
human experiences of the atomic bombings. Robert Jay Lifton, who researched the
psychological effects of the atomic bomb on victims, points out that, “the difference of
the power of the destruction by the atomic bomb in comparison to a conventional bomb is
not only quantitative difference; but also qualitative”13 In fact, those who survived the
explosion and aftermath did not experience the atomic bombings with these facts or
numbers, which were not even available to them at the time of the explosion or even soon
after. Instead hibakusha experienced the bombs in their bodies, with layers of
bewilderment and pain evoked from their physical, sensory experiences. Their memories
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may be different from established sources or facts, but through their testimonies and
creations we hear human voices telling us of their experiences. Only with active
imagination will the numbers of the dead and the wounded evoke more personal faces
and mourning.

2. Hibakusha
Hibakusha is the Japanese term for the people who were exposed to and survived
the atomic bombings. The term includes the people who were exposed to radiation by
entering the two cities after the atomic bombings. In 1950 280,000 people were counted
as surviving hibakusha.14 According to Hidankyō, the nation-wide organization of
hibakusha, the total number of surviving hibakusha in 1999 was about 300,000.15
Hibakusha (被爆者written in Chinese characters that signify “a person affected by a
bomb”) is a negative word that expresses grave suffering. We should note that the
Japanese word for survivor, seizonsha, is rarely used when one talks about people in
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Seizonha (生存者 written in Chinese characters which literally
translate as “a person who exists alive”) is a positive word that celebrates the survivors’
luck. Lifton writes, “Japanese avoid seizonsha because it emphasizes the idea of being
14
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alive—with the implication that this emphasis is unfair to the less fortunate people who
were killed.”16 The use of the word hibakusha instead of seizonsha implies not only the
guilt of survival but the sense of grave suffering. Lifton also speculates that the American
use of the word “survivor” as a rendering of hibakusha may reflect an American tendency
toward “detoxifying” the horror of the reality.17 If so, the Japanese use of the word
hibakusha more accurately reflects the complex reality of the bomb victims who are
deemed contaminated.
Very few facts about the nature of the bomb and its after effects were
communicated to the people of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.18 In 1947, during the American
occupation, President Harry S. Truman ordered the establishment of the Atomic Bomb
Casualty Commissions (ABCC) to research the various effects of nuclear explosions.
ABCC was heavily criticized for its function (research not treatment), for its funding
(paid by the U.S. government which dropped the bomb), for its placement (on the top of
Mt. Hijiyama which was “sacred” to Hiroshima citizens), for its grandness (ten million
dollars annual budget and 1,000 employees at its peak time), and for its behavior (ABCC
sent patients’ pathology samples and victims’ body parts to the United States).19 Because
ABCC did not share its findings with Japanese medical professionals until 1951, it took
radiation specialist Dr. Shigefuji six years to build a Japanese atomic bomb hospital and
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seven years of field research before he could publicly announce the relationship between
radiation and leukemia.20
Through word of mouth people quickly realized that atomic bomb disease
(various illnesses caused by radiation) was incurable.21 Many feared imminent death for
themselves and for their family members. The most prominent cancer, leukemia, was
viewed as an “indefinite extension of earlier invisible contamination.”22 Because so many
apparently healthy hibakusha became sick over time with radiation poisoning, and others
gave birth to variously neurologically damaged or deformed babies, society at large
shunned them as a new type of outcast. These legitimate health complications were
accompanied by irrational fears of contamination, complicating their status. Stress and
fear were not limited to these who were ill. People aware of their exposure to radiation
also tended to develop psychosomatic symptoms; they were likely to associate many
other health concerns with the atomic bomb and became preoccupied about their failing
health. Since no doctor or patient knew “where radiation affects end and psychological
manifestation begins,” it was difficult to distinguish the atomic bomb neurosis from real
bomb-related illness.23. This suspicion, at a time in Japan when the idea of welfare was
untried, was burdensome to hibakusha because it created mistrust not only between the
society and the victims but also among hibakusha themselves.
20
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Survival in post-war Japan was especially difficult for hibakusha. Medical,
financial, social and psychological support for disaster victims did not exist in war-weary
Japan. Government assistance for medical care did not start until 1954.24 Even those who
escaped the most dramatic suffering of atomic bomb disease and burns had to battle
confusion, depression, fear, nightmares, humiliation, discrimination (in marriages and
employment), and recurring memories.
The world has imposed much grief to hibakusha. Beginning in 1946, America
restarted atomic bomb tests and the Soviet Union’s nuclear tests began in 1949. During
the Korean War (1950-1953), much to hibakusha’s dismay, President Truman remarked
that the U.S. might use atomic bombs.25 In 1954, one of America’s nuclear tests in the
Bikini Atoll contaminated a Japanese fishing boat and its crew which began a massive
anti-nuclear campaign, first in Japan and then in the world.26 The following year, the first
Hiroshima Peace Conference against A- and H-bombs was held. However, the Soviet
Union and China’s nuclear arms production and test explosions soon forced a divide

24

In 1957, after 12 years of neglect, a law passed that allowed hibakusha with certain certified illnesses to
get a health maintenance allowance. (Funahashi, Yoshie, “Kibishii hibakusha engo no ayumi: genbaku
iryohō no seitei 50 shūnen ni omou [The difficult process of supporting hibakusha: a reflection on the 50th
anniversary of atomic bomb healthcare legislation]” Peace Culture.)
25
Treat, Writing Ground Zero, 3.
On November 30, 1950, President Truman stated during a press conference that use of nuclear weapons in
Korea had been under consideration. PBS Online, “Race for the Superbomb; Timeline 1941-1963.” In
Kuroi ame (Black Rain), a film by Imamura Shōhei, the protagonist finds out this news through a radio
broadcast and curses, “Why do people not understand that unjust peace is better than just war?”
26
Between 1946 and 1958, 23 nuclear devices were exploded at Bikini Atoll including the first test of a
hydrogen bomb on March 1, 1954, which created widespread radioactive contamination. The Japanese tuna
fishing boat Daigo Fukuryūmaru [Lucky Dragon No. 5] was exposed to and contaminated by the nuclear
fallout of this bomb. Housewives in Tokyo then started a campaign urging for the abolition of nuclear
weapons and collected more than 1 million signatures in less than 3 months. This movement developed into
the first World Conference against the A- and H-Bobs (Lisa Yoneyama, Hiroshima Traces, 14).

8

among hibakusha and peace activists in Japan over the issue of whether they should
endorse or object to “good” (i.e. socialist) countries’ testing of nuclear bombs.
Meanwhile, nuclear proliferation increased world-wide. An estimated 2092 nuclear tests
have been conducted around the world (as of the end of 2003) and serious nuclear
“criticality accidents” have occurred. 27 It looks as though the world has vigorously
refused hibakusha’s pleas for the abolishment of nuclear arms. Many hibakusha likely
lived their secluded lives in pain and died silently. Still, many others created their eyewitness accounts, thus giving birth to Japanese atomic bomb literature.

II: Japanese Atomic Bomb Literature [Genbaku bungaku]
In English, the term “atomic bomb literature” can encompass a large area of
written or printed material: literary works, testimonials, articles, studies, and documents
that have anything to do with nuclear weapons. In the Japanese language, this vast
“atomic bomb literature” is called genbaku bunken. Genbaku, a short form of genshi
(atom)-bakudan (bomb), and bunken which means printed or written materials. Another
Japanese term, “genbaku bungaku,” (the Japanese word “bungaku” is reserved for literary
works with so-called “artistic merit,”) means more narrowly the genre of serious
literature in which the subjects relate to the human experience of the atomic bombings. In
this thesis I use the phrase “Japanese atomic bomb literature” as an English translation of
27
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genbaku bungaku suggesting Japanese literary texts with artistic merit on the theme of
the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

1. Survivors’ Testimonial Literature
The genre of Japanese atomic bomb literature is loosely defined by its subject
matter, not by the style, quality or theory of the writing. This makes it difficult to draw a
line between artistic work and survivors’ accounts, many of which are written by novice
writers but all of which tell something about the extraordinary human experiences of the
atomic bombings. Before discussing the literary texts with artistic merit, therefore, I will
first speak about general citizens’ testimonial writings that dominate the vast archives
stored in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
As of March 2003, the total number of atomic bomb related archives -- books,
collections and periodicals-- in the Library of Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum was
recorded as 47,985.28 In addition, as of July 12, 2007, the Hiroshima National Peace
Memorial Hall for the Atomic Bomb Victims has 115,050 witness accounts newly added
since 1997.29 Those texts were created because many writers as well as administrators
believe that hibakusha’s experience can be utilized for the good of the world, and that
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future generations can learn about what the atomic bombings meant to people in
Hiroshima.
Facing the sheer volume of testimonies however, questions arise; is there not a
limit to a reader’s capacity to absorb volumes of first-person accounts and learn from
them? What can effectively bridge the distance between the hibakusha’s experiences and
the reader’s life, which gets seemingly wider every year? Does the vast range in writing
quality in survivors’ testimonies discourage general readers from reading both testimonial
accounts and more artistic works about the atomic bombings? Do we agree with Treat
when he points out the unintended effect of testimonial writings? He writes, “The
dilemma is discursive […] the atrocity of Hiroshima and Nagasaki is no longer original
but available to us in infinite retellings undisciplined by firsthand memory.”30 This is the
inevitable problem inherent in writing about any historic trauma. Just as in any other
literary genre, it is hard to distinguish at what point any writing becomes art. Art comes
from a vast human desire to express, and people’s private manuscripts share the same
source of people’s creativity as do more advanced art works. The limitation of an
audience’s receptivity or uneven artists’ skills, however, should not discount the value of
witness accounts. Through writing and (re)constructing stories about the atomic
bombings hibakusha combat their forced victimhood and try to actively relive their
memories. The value of the archive lies in its insistence to exist.
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2. Writers of Atomic Bomb Literature
Though no one can hope to read through the huge volume of witness accounts,
profound, well-constructed and artistically satisfactory texts have been created by
hibakusha writers and non-hibakusha writers in the genre of Japanese atomic bomb
literature. One can examine hibakusha writers by roughly dividing them into two
different generations. Older writers witnessed the atomic bombings and many wrote their
stories during the months immediately after the atomic bombings. The younger writers
were children in 1945. They had to grow up before they could write about their
experiences of the atomic bombings.
Not every writer who experienced the atomic bomb as an adult was successfully
able to present his or her work to the general public. It is one thing to be exposed to
radiation and become a survivor; it is another to consciously witness the horror, see the
suffering, and record it artistically as an independent observer. Few survivors possessed
the writing skills and artistic talent that are required to make a witness account into a
published art-work.
By 1952, when the U.S. occupation ended, such hibakusha writers as Hara Tamiki,
Ōta Yōko, and Nagai Takashi, and poets Kurihara Sadako and Tōge Sankichi had
distinguished themselves by publishing their texts under the tight censorship of the U.S.
occupation.31 These were the first artistic narratives that told the stories of the atomic
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bombings at a time when Japanese people outside of Hiroshima and Nagasaki knew very
little about the nuclear explosion due to aggressive censorship within Japan.32 It is
important to note that even though writers and publishers exercised self-censorship
against the “taboo subject,” often the texts were cut or rewritten by the U.S. censors
before they were published.33 Today’s readers and scholars need to consider the
immediate postwar conditions, especially censorship, when they analyze the atomic bomb
literature of the early generation.
All of these writers except Dr. Nagai were already mature, professional, published
writers and saw the catastrophe with their trained writers’ eyes.34 Driven by a feeling of
professional obligation, these hibakusha writers produced in a hurry while surviving the
postwar, post A-bomb confusion or combating their own ill health. These writers had too
much to tell before their impending deaths (made imminent by atomic bomb disease).

Kurihara self-published her Kuroi tamago [Black egg] in 1946. Tōge self-published his Ningen o kaese [get
us back the humans] in 1951.
32
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August 31, 1946 to “Hiroshima” by John Hersey. Within one day, 800,000 copies were sold. The
translation of the same book did not get published in Japan until 1949 (John Dower, Embracing Defeat,
414). In 1952 after the occupation ended, the first photos of the atomic bombings were published in the
photo journal Asahi Gurafu, which sold 600,000 copies. (Yokote Kazuhiko “Hayashi Kyōko to Nagasaki
[Hayashi Kyoko and Nagasaki]” HKZ Vol. 8, 486 and Dentsu Consumer Insight. 1952.)
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and Dr Shigefuji. Dr. Hachiya’s Hiroshima Diary is translated into English and Dr. Shigehuji is the
frequent subject of Ōe Kenzaburō’s essays on Hiroshima.
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Fearing her own death, Ōta wrote her first post-bomb text Shikabane no machi on a paper
screen because she felt she would have neither time nor money to write properly.35
Isak Dinesen observes, “All sorrows can be borne if you put them into a story or
tell a story about them.”36 Can all the sorrows of nuclear disaster be conveyed and if so
does that make them more bearable? This is a question that confronted and tormented
every writer of atomic bomb literature. Japanese atomic bomb literature seems to test the
limit of the human capacity for narration; the depth of damage, suffering, loss and the
sense of absurdity that hibakusha faced seems to overwhelm both writers and readers. In
both reading their works and learning about their lives, the first generation of hibakusha
writers seem to have told their stories at the cost of their own lives. Hara committed
suicide, and Ōta suffered severe depression.37
The younger generation of hibakusha writers, however, experienced the atomic
bombings differently; most of them were in their teens at the time of the bomb and had
no literary training before the bomb. Along with Hayashi Kyōko, writers such as Katsura
Yoshihisa (b.1929), Takenishi Hiroko (b.1929), Nakayama Shirō (b.1930), and Oda
Katsuzō (b.1930) produced their texts well over two decades later.38 In a phone
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conversation in December 2005, Hayashi told me, “I was not a writer but a little girl who
just ran away being afraid and afraid […].”39 They grew up as hibakusha, with pains and
memories, and after that gestation period, they wrote as hibakusha. Writing and re-living
their memories of the atrocity, these writers constructed and represented their childhood
experiences with a newly developed adult understanding. Oda Katsuzō, who experienced
the atomic bomb at the age of fourteen, writes in his “Ningen no hai [Human Ashes]”
twenty years later, “It looked as though death had suddenly broken through the dam and
come wildly roaring down upon the living, leaving this scene of wreckage behind.”40 For
the younger generation of writers their “sorrows” were not only of 1945 but more
importantly of their survival which was filled with the fear of atomic bomb disease,
alienation, and discrimination. Hibakusha writer Nakayama Shirō, who was 15 year old
in 1945, expressed his anger when he wrote in 1971, “Remembering the people’s curious
and spiteful eyes, Kazuo wished that the atomic bomb be dropped everyplace on earth so
that every human face gets keloids. He could not help cursing everyone who helped him
survive.”41 This antagonistic remark may well be the candid, vulnerable hibakusha voice,
the rawness of which made readers uncomfortable.

It was not until 1978 that she returned to the subject of atomic bombings in Kangensai [The orchestra
festival].
39
Hayashi, phone interview, December 14, 2005.
40
Oda Katsuzō, “Ningen no hai [Human Ashes],” in Ōe Kenzaburō, ed., Nantomo shirenai mirai ni [For the
unknownable future], 294.
41
Nakayama Shirō, "Shino kage [Shadow of death]," in Ōe Kenzaburō, ed., Nantomo shirenai mirai ni, 348.
Though Nantomo shirenai mirai ni was partially translated and published as The Crazy Iris, Nakayama’s
work was not included. Keloid is thick scar resulting from excessive growth of fibrous tissue over flesh
burns. (Britaninnca Online, “Keloid”)
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Among the non-hibakusha writers who produced atomic bomb literature, Ibuse
Masuji, Yamashiro Tomoe, Agawa Hiroyuki, Sata Ineko, Inoue Mitsuharu, Miyamoto
Ken, Iida Momo, Ōe Kenzaburō and Oda Makoto are the most notable. These authors
chose to write on the subject of the atomic bombings because they had profound interest
in the subject or personal knowledge of the victims and/or of the areas affected by the
atomic bombs. Most of the writers above are from the regions close to Hiroshima or
Nagasaki, thus they had a strong interest in the destruction of the two cities. The
exceptions are Ōe and Oda. Ōe had developed his layered personal relationships with
hibakusha by repeatedly visiting Hiroshima. Oda extends his A-bomb story in Hiroshima
to include American P.O.W.s who survived the Hiroshima atomic bombing but were
slaughtered by angry Hiroshima citizens. He reveals that injured Japanese victims
behaved as victimizers to an American hibakusha.42 Writer Iida Momo also
acknowledges the atomic bombings as a human theme that does not belong solely to
Japanese hibakusha. Iida introduced an often neglected aspect of the non-Japanese
hibakusha experiences of the atomic bombings.43
Perhaps because of their keen interest, non-hibakusha writers are aware of their
outsider status to hibakusha. Ōe acknowledges that people in Hiroshima have the right to
remain silent but states, “The realities of Hiroshima can be forgotten only by those who
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dare to be deaf, dumb, and blind to them.”44 Because these writers were already
celebrated before they took up the subject of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki, their texts
appeared in nationally recognized literary magazines and gained more readers in and
outside of Japan. Kuroi ame [Black Rain] (1966) and “Kakitsubata [The Crazy Iris],”
(1951) by Ibuse are such examples.45 In order to focus on hibakusha testimonial art and
that of Hayashi, I will not include this group of writers in my further discussion.

3. What Japanese Atomic Bomb Literature Represents
Until Hayashi’s “Matsuri no ba” won the Gunzō New Writer’s Award and the
prestigious Akutagawa Award, no atomic bomb literature had ever won a major literary
award.46 In fact, the bundan, or Japanese literary circle, has repeatedly refused to accept
the atomic bomb literature as “legitimate.” Indeed, few texts of atomic bomb literature
have been included in major anthologies.47 The reasons for this are complex and varied
and it is not within the scope of this thesis to address this question in detail. However, in
the following sections I will discuss some of the reasons that make it difficult for the texts
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of atomic bomb literature to be widely distributed or highly regarded in the Japanese
literary world.
One cannot properly analyze Japanese atomic bomb literature without considering
the Japanese literary genre generally referred to as shishōsetsu (which misleadingly
translates literally into “I- novel”), which defines the conventions of personal,
confessional narration that dominated modern Japanese literature for most of the
twentieth century. The popularity of shishōsetsu has blurred the distinction between
fiction and testimonial accounts. This is because, as the most common mode of narration
for fiction, the shishōsetsu conflates the author with the protagonist and with the narrator.
Edward Fowler writes that, unlike his Western counterpart, a writer of Japanese “pure
literature,” more specifically shishōsetsu, is not aloof from his writing. Japanese
shishōsetsu readers tend to regard the author’s life, not his writing, as the definitive text.48
Written works are appreciated not just for their own merit but for the ways in which
writings were imagined to illuminate the writer’s life transparently. Because it was
deemed “untruth,” literature that was not overtly referential to author’s life tended to be
relegated to the realm of less worthy ‘popular’ reading.
The shishōsetsu tends to find beauty, touching nuances, and sorrow in everyday
life and to speak of them sensitively. A writer’s merit is judged by his/her ability to find
the unusual in the usual and to accept life as it is with enriched appreciation. In atomic
bomb literature, however, nothing is usual or everyday. Japanese atomic bomb literature
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is driven by the immeasurably painful experiences of the atomic bombings. In the stories,
which are not easy to read, it is often “impossible” for a reader to empathize with a
protagonist.49 This might be one of the reasons why atomic bomb literature, especially
that written by hibakusha, does not fit comfortably within the Japanese bundan, a circle
of professional writers and its critics.
Moreover, members of the bundan were dissatisfied with atomic bomb literature
for political reasons – namely, most testimonial literature positioned the hibakusha as
pure victims of the bombings, and neglected to place the bombings in what they
considered the proper, larger historical context (as inhumane and unnecessary as that
history might have been) of Japan’s role as aggressor and victimizer of the Chinese and
other Asians in the Pacific War.
In spite of these criticisms by the bundan, it is my contention that atomic bomb
literature is nonetheless exceptional and significant for our understanding of humanity.
First, Japanese atomic bomb literature, especially by hibakusha writers, offers us a rare
glimpse into the human experiences of the atomic bombings -- what people saw and how
they felt about the total destruction of two cities, which mere facts cannot deliver.
Hiroshima doctor Hachiya Michihiko wrote in his diary, “Hiroshima was no longer a city
but a burn-over prairie. […] everything was flattened.50 When Hara writes, “I could see
nothing recognizable” he was not only referring to the physical appearance of his city but
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also to all features of humanity.51 Gruesome descriptions of grotesquely wounded people,
as hibakusha drawings also show, give readers visual ideas for what is otherwise a
statistic of the dead. Even though readers may turn their heads away, they feel the
authenticity of human experiences, not the factual accuracy, and that becomes a part of
human knowledge. Lifton summarized it as a “total disruption of individual and social
order” from his interviews with survivors and readings of testimonials.52 As Japanese
scholar Ishida Tadashi states, “The atomic bombs had destroyed the society. The
destruction of society made humans inhuman.”53
Survivors’ literature also shows how the atomic bombs left them temporarily
“without feeling.” People in Hiroshima and Nagasaki testified how unprepared they were
and how quickly they became numb in the face of atrocity. Lifton calls this symptom
“psychic closing-off,” and explains how human beings can only take so much before they
are unable to remain open to an experience of this intensity for any length of time.54 Hara
draws a picture of a woman in such shock “[…] a middle-aged woman, her ample body
slumped over limply. […] something infectious seemed to emanate from her lifeless face.
It was the first such face I had seen. But I was to see many, many more that were more
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grotesque.”55 In reading the inhuman scenes of atomic bomb literature that are deprived
of “feeling,” readers conversely see the very human, expressive act of testimony.
The atomic bombings were followed by another significant event: on August 15
the defeat of Japan was announced. The Emperor’s radio address of surrender was an
unimaginable shock to many people who had been prepared to sacrifice their lives for the
Emperor and Japan. For the people of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the acknowledgement of
the defeat came so soon after the annihilation of their lives that many hibakusha recall the
two devastating experiences as parallel events. Ōta was quoted saying, “I felt as if I were
thrown into white air […] indescribable emptiness […]”56 On the night of the surrender
broadcast, Dr. Hachiya wrote in his diary, “The one word—surrender— had produced a
greater shock than the bombing of our city.” He also describes how people in his hospital
ward wept in “despair and desperation,” some shouting, “What have we been suffering
for?”57
Ironically, one of the most frequently recurring themes of Japanese atomic bomb
literature is the insufficiency of language for what literary work wants to do, that is, to
represent the experiences of the atomic bombings in words. Writers and artists’ fully
acknowledge that they are short on suitable words to describe what they saw (or they
could not see anything logical or ordinary). Ōta writes in her prologue to “Shikabane no
machi,”
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New expression or technique to describe the town of death created by
atomic bomb could not be easily found in me, already a writer. I have
never seen hell and do not believe in hell Buddhism talks about. People
did not have a word to describe the extreme and often used the word hell
or like picture of hell. It would have been easy if such a used term as
“hell,” which cannot be recognized as existing, could have expressed the
extreme situation of the event.58
Even professional writers as Hara and Ōta felt that there was simply no word to describe
what they saw, and the sudden destruction and chaos deprived the victims of the time and
skill to observe. But writers addressed these issues using words. Hara writes in “Summer
Flower,” “Involuntarily I shouted. […] I had been hearing my own voice exclaiming,
“Wah!” amid the rushing sounds, agonized at not being able to see.”59 Oda also struggles
to describe what he could not really see in “Ningen no hai.”
To say that I saw it at that instant is not quite accurate. The phenomenon
that occurred at that instant registered on my eyeballs, but I had no way of
knowing what it was. […] But then with astonishing speed the instant
came to an end. […] Only it was a kind of stunned reality, full of terrible
contradictions.60
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How can one absorb the event without at least being able to understand the structure,
scale and cause of it? How can one write about the event when one could not “see?”
Knowledge was missing, and there was little understanding of the nature of the attack and
the resulting destruction. Takenishi Hiroko writes, “What words can we use now, and to
what ends? Even: what are words?”61
If as writers these authors were lost, as hibakusha, these survivors were alienated.
As absorbed radiation keeps its potency for years, atomic bomb literature is as much
about the hibakusha experiences after the atomic bombings, as it is about what happened
on August 6 and 9. Tainted death, non-productivity, and infertility are threats to society.
Hibakusha were seen as severe burdens and were looked down upon with the same kind
of suspicion and disdain usually reserved for hisabetsu burakumin, Japanese outcastes.62
Hibakusha writers were no exception. They could be pitied but not admired with perhaps
one exception of the exotic and saint-like Christian doctor Nagai, whose work Nagasaki
no kane was made into a popular film and a song. While postwar Japanese society moved
forward rapidly, hibakusha had to struggle with poverty and illness without much help
and were pressured to fall further and further into a class of silent under-castes. In
“Shingan no kuni [The Land of Heart’s Desire]” (1951), Hara creates a scene with
hopeless victims as “men whose eyes were fixed on the tracks with a more despondent
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gaze, […] this area along the tracks is haunted constantly by the shadows of those who
have come to grief, […] [men] have been thrust down into the depths of despair.”63 In
“Hotaru [Firefly]” (1953), Ōta Yōko speaks of a group of hibakusha, “who barely
managed to survive in Hiroshima and who tried to live away from the public eye, as
though they had done something bad.”64
Because atomic bomb survivors decline as more hibakusha die every year,
hibakusha that once filled two cities and the surrounding area rapidly became a minority
even in their hometown. Ōta describes how Hiroshima absorbed new residents who were
free of the effects of the atomic bomb and how they looked and felt different from a
hibakusha point of view. Ōta writes, “Strange men […] their seemingly polished faces
[…] these unknown men were a strange breed of Japanese” and she observes young
women as “full of vitality and without a scar.”65 For the people without a scar, the
existence of hibakusha is foreign. Thus not only the depth of the suffering of hibakusha
but the growing gap between hibakusha and non-hibakusha dictates the relationship
between hibakusha writers and non-hibakusha readers. In “Hotaru” Ōta depicts a young
woman with severe keloids who is determined to show her face in public to make people
uncomfortable. Ōta may be suggesting that hibakusha writers are like A-bomb victims
with keloids or illnesses. Those victims remind the rest of Japan about the painful defeat
of the “unjust” war. Readers look away and writers feel unwanted.
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Atomic bomb literature carries a deep sense of absurdity and irony. Because the
atomic bombs were so powerful, and because the casualties seemed so random, the
resulting scenes were beyond human comprehension. The binary of good versus evil was
collapsed. This was not due to metaphysics, but a “murderously successful physics.”66
The enemy loomed large but unseen, and the logic of cause and effects became null. If a
reader is looking for a conventional story or logic, he/she will be disappointed and lost. In
the midst of ultimate destruction, people could not make smart moves or be rewarded by
helping others. The impossible stayed impossible, randomly killing people without
offering them any control. Seemingly lucky survivors with no apparent injuries internal
or external sometimes died before the seriously injured. Among the dead and among the
hibakusha, there were no winners and definitely no reasonable explanations. This
absurdity brought deep trauma and a sense of irony to survivors.
Survivors of a disaster almost inevitably write or speak of their guilt over their
survival (or their silence may represent their sense of guilt that blocks expression). The
people who encountered atomic bomb explosions had many “what if” stories about their
survival and the deaths of others. Many regretted what they perceived as their failed
responsibility or selfishness and often bully themselves into self-condemnation. Ōta
expresses her shame of surviving, “I was sorry for the people who died because I was
living.”67 In an extreme “run or die” situation, there is no logical reason to distinguish
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those who lived from those who died. Nagai goes so far as to say that those who survived
the atomic bomb were the people who ignored their friends crying, or who shook off
wounded neighbors who clung to them.68 People who survived inevitably saw others
suffer horrible deaths that they could not prevent yet still blamed themselves for.
Hayashi’s literary account in “Futari no bohyō [Two Grave Markers]” (1975) explores
such trauma of guilt and absurdity.
The endless feelings of guilt prevented victims from expressing anger, maybe in
part because they were so physically and emotionally overwhelmed. Lifton quotes Ōta,
“We even forgot to resent the atomic bomb.” Lifton argues, “[…] guilt often turns inward
and a person can feel depressed in her/his lack of abilities to help others. Inability to
experience hostility increases tendencies toward guilt, which in turn inhibits the capacity
for hostility.”69 Treat points out that, despite this lingering victimhood underwritten by
guilt, Japanese atomic bomb literature overwhelmingly does not blame, or even fully
acknowledge America for its “official state-sponsored terrorism.”70 As Treat explains, a
lack of confrontation disappoints some Americans who, from their own sense of guilt,
expect to hear anger addressed to them, “An atomic bomb literature that details a hate for
things American would make things ‘equal’ between us; that has not happened.” Without
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“the pronouncement of a verdict,” there can be no closure for the victims or the
perpetuator. Hence, Hiroshima will never “be over.”71
While I agree with Treat that many hibakusha have indeed described the atomic
bombings as an inevitable destroyer, others have firmly politicized and historicized the
bombings, calling attention to the American “hand” behind the blasts or conversely
critiquing Japan’s role as perpetrator in the World War II. Hibakusha at large in postwar
Japan learned to recognize the Japanese role as victimizer and criticized both Japan and
America for their governments, and the people who supported these governments. For
example, Kurihara and Tōge are both artists/political activists. Many hibakusha including
Kurihara and Tōge have been associated with the Japanese Communist and Socialist
parties as well as larger anti-nuclear groups, all of which ran strong anti-America
campaigns.72 When in 1976 General Paul Tibbets, the pilot of the Enola Gay in the actual
1945 Hiroshima bombing, flew the same Enola Gay again for a demonstration at a Texas
Air Show, Kurihara created a poem, “America Do Not Perish At Your Own Hands,” in
protest and later visited the United States to recite it publicly.73 Many writers such as
Hayashi, Hotta Yoshie (Shinpan [Judgement], 1963), and Iida Momo (Amerika no eiyū
[American hero], 1965), have openly criticized the U.S.’s power politics. They are also
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critical of the Japanese government. I will offer those examples when I discuss the texts
by Hayashi.
Still, not many hibakusha or the general public knew who was to blame for the
monstrous calamity and who should be angry with whom. This is because the U.S.
government succeeded in largely convincing its citizens and the world that the atomic
bomb saved many lives and was therefore justifiable. The atomic bomb was, people were
told, an unfortunate occurrence that the U.S., as a liberator of the free world, had to
impose on Japan, as an aggressor who deserved the final blow, to save a million
American lives and so many more Japanese lives that would have been lost if the U.S.
military had invaded Japan.74 Some Japanese people expressed similar views when they
answered Lifton’s interview questions. Lifton quotes a sociology professor telling him,
“People’s feeling was that they had had bad fortune, […] since Japan started the war […]
this (atomic bomb) was understandable punishment.”75 Even though for the most part the
Japanese felt that the atomic bombings were cruel acts that should not have happened,
many had a hard time fully blaming America for its destructive action.76 Nor did the
American government ever recognize its violent action as wrongdoing. Many scholars
have repeatedly demonstrated that politically and historically the atomic bombings were
not as inevitable or logical as the United States government had portrayed. Their
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questions and concerns were fiercely contested by politicians and veteran organizations
in the infamous Smithsonian controversy in 1995.77

4. Difficulties of Representation: When Words and Silence Fail
In Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it is not words but “deathly silence” or “ghastly
stillness” that many survivors speak of as one of the most chilling parts of the atrocity.
This silence presents the most profound challenge that atomic bomb literature faces.78
Having interviewed Hiroshima survivors, John Hersey presents this silence in his
description of August 6 in Hiroshima: “The hurt ones were quiet; no one wept, much less
screamed in pain; no one complained; none of the many who died did so noisily […].”79
Similarly, Dr. Hachiya writes in his diary, “one thing was common to everyone I saw—
complete silence.”80 Twenty years later Ōe writes of this “stunned silence” from “the
great mysterious monster” having “conquered the city in an instant.”81 While we cannot
know what this silence means or how much silence there really was, we can imagine that
this silence has many layers of meaning or significance. Because of the nature of the
violence, many victims indeed may have died without protest, as reported by Dr. Hachiya.
This silence, whether surreal or actual, cannot be regarded simply or lightly. The war77
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time-trained endurance of hardship and readiness to die may have played a part in this
silence. Or the situation may have overwhelmed all victims so much that they were
deprived of their abilities to communicate. Silence could also mean the lack of words,
not necessarily the lack of unrecognizable sounds such as commotion and pain. Elaine
Scarry, who examines the vulnerability of the human body and its relation to pain, writes
in The Body in Pain that physical pain has “no object” and is “itself alone.” This
“objectlessness” and the “complete absence of reference” prevent pain from “being
rendered in language.”82 We know pain tends to destroy victims’ words. It is possible to
imagine that, in an extremely violent act, a perpetrator forces extreme pain onto his/her
victims and thus breaks down the ability of that individual to scream.
If we apply this understanding of pain on a larger scale, it is possible that the silence
atomic bomb writers refer to might also represent the massive, instant or rapid deaths that
overwhelmed the survivors and descended over the time and space of the burned Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. These deaths are in every hibakusha’s body and mind and the awareness of this
negative space is a part of their living. Out of the massive calamity, the texts of Japanese atomic
bomb literature present the personal face of each death and the singularity of each loss. Massive
deaths cannot be forgotten by hibakusha because their bodies were right in or next to the white
heat that swallowed so many lives. Thus a hibakusha’s life is one of sustained mourning. It is
hard for general readers to comprehend this presence of weighted death, represented in, for

82

Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain, 161-162.

30

example, Hayashi’s “Tomo yo [Oh, friend]” (1977) as “smoke,” and never ending mourning.83
Atomic bomb literature writers are keenly aware of the difficulties their texts bring to general
readers.
This awareness speaks to the challenge of “incommunicability” which Japanese
atomic bomb literature readers and writers face. We understand the sincerity with which
hibakusha writers approach this challenge when we read Hayashi saying, “I bear the
responsibility to pass on my experience to the next generation.”84 Yet, at the bottom of
the hibakusha’s surprising expressiveness lies a deep doubt: how can anyone who was
not in Hiroshima or Nagasaki possibly understand what the atomic bombings caused?
This question inevitably makes the readers of atomic bomb literature feel uninvited. Even
the most sympathetic non-hibakusha were spared from seeing that hell or feeling that fear
and guilt. Treat points out that, “what is communicated again and again in atomic bomb
literature” is the “insistence upon incommunicability.”85 A hibakusha’s “insistence” and
apprehension about these issues create discomfort in a non-hibakusha reader’s mind. A
hibakusha’s gaze is the gaze of one who saw something that should not have happened,
for which language has only a pale vocabulary.
Nevertheless, works of atomic bomb literature and numerous testimonies were
created to break the silence. Wherever one happens to be, the human need to express and
share experiences is profound, no matter how impossible or inadequate that sharing.
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doomed to be. This human resilience, however, seems to encounter yet another challenge
at the very core of Japanese atomic bomb literature -- the uncompromising, everlasting
silence of the dead. It is this complexity of representing atrocities through human
memories that Peter Schwenger and John Whittier Treat discuss in their paper,
“America’s Hiroshima, Hiroshima’s America.” When language is used for something so
unprecedented and violent, that language may fail. When language cannot deliver, the
silence of those who died can never be understood. As Treat writes, then, “incredulity”
might become “all that is left as the token of [a survivor’s] experience.” Treats further
suggests that the danger is not that it cannot be told but that it can be told. Treat asks,
“what if language stopped failing us?”86 Could the danger of minimizing an atrocity’s
seriousness be as grave as the danger of not writing about it at all? Given that so many
people instantaneously perished near the epicenter, the most drastic and essential human
experiences of the atomic bombings are never to be told by the people who experienced
them. No scream could have been heard at the epicenter. It is the people outside of the
death zones who survived and have constructed stories about the atomic bombings. This
distance between silence and testimony is key to what Japanese atomic bomb literature
contains in both its possibility and impossibility of representing historical atrocity. The
survivors’ distance from the epicenter is singularly the most important factor of their
survival, but the same distance risks minimizing the essence of the atomic bombing, since
it achieved less than total annihilation. The epicenter might have been full of sounds, not
86
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words, but if people outside did not hear what was in the epicenter, then this could be
remembered as “silence.”
Furthermore, survivors could only remember what they saw or what they thought
that they saw, both of which would never be able to include what the dead saw. However,
who else is more aware of these missing memories? Those writers who spent a decade or
more growing up before writing – they, especially, might have incorporated the silence of
the dead into their living. And in doing so, they protest the “cruelty” of “time-equalsoblivion.”87 Writers of atomic bomb literature have presented the personal faces and
personal losses that came out of the massive calamity. Japanese critic Nakano Kōji writes,
“Human experiences are bound to stay in the private realm unless they are delivered to
others by language. Literature is meant to describe a certain experience by articulate
words so that it can be understood by all humanity.”88 Those willing to tell their
experiences might do so because they are deeply connected in their imagination and
mourning with the dead. What hibakusha tell us is the only link total outsiders can have
with imagining the human experiences of the atomic bombings. It is the readers’
responsibility to see the faces and voices of the dead between the lines in the testimonial
literature of historic atrocities. In order to read between the lines, however, one has to
have the lines to read.
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It is now over 60 years since the bombings. As if to confirm that the atomic
bombings seem to be less important to contemporary Japanese readers, most atomic
bomb related books published in Japan are out of print, including a seminal fifteenvolume series entitled Nihon no genbaku bungaku [Japanese atomic bomb literature],
published in 1983.89 This is true in the U.S. as well. Though there has been a surge of Abomb related publications on every tenth anniversary of the bombings, the year 2005
brought surprisingly few new texts. Literary texts by hibakusha are not readily available
in the mass market, as few books stay in print. Mark Selden reports, “Survivors’ accounts
of the agony and destruction of terror bombing are among the most important and
neglected documents of modern war and the nuclear era.”90 Are we in denial? If the
significance of the atomic bombings is to be communicated to the next generation, don’t
we need to ask: how have our own thoughts, philosophy, and arts been affected by the
experience of the atomic bombings?
Every piece of atomic bomb literature contributes toward constructing a history of
the atomic bombings that would effectively protest the stories constructed by the winner
of the war. Without such efforts, the bombings will be remembered only as death tolls,
only as a showcase of science and power. However, we are at a point in time where the
last remaining hibakusha, those who can tell us about their experience of the atomic
89
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bombings, are dying or becoming incapable by old age.91 Hibakusha as a group are
quickly becoming extinct.
This makes Hayashi, as one of the last living witnesses of an atomic explosion,
even more important.

III. Hayashi Kyōko
1. Life of a Foreigner and Hibakusha
The previous sections of this background essay have pointed out the uneasy
relationship between writers of hibakusha narratives and the Japanese literary
establishment (the bundan). Hayashi, however, won five prestigious literary awards from
this same coterie: in 1975 the Akutagawa Prize for “Matsuri no ba,” in 1982 the Jyoryū
bungaku [Women’s literature] Prize for “Shanghai,” in 1984 the Kawabata Prize for
“Sangai no ie [A house of three worlds],” in 1990 the Tanizaki Prize for “Yasurakani ima
ha nemuri tamae [Sleep well now]” and in 2000 the Noma Prize for Nagai jikan o kaketa
ningen no keiken.”92 Furthermore, in 2005 Hayashi was awarded the Asahi prize that
recognizes distinguished life-long achievement in the field of art, humanities and science.
These literary awards reflect how well Hayashi is regarded by other prominent writers
even though she has stubbornly remained a “hibakusha writer.”93 In fact, Hayashi’s
unexpected longevity in life has been matched by her steadfast sustained mourning – she
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has continued to explore and write about the atomic bombings and the fate of its
hibakusha. In both her writings and her life she has progressed from being a victim to
being an active survivor. While doing so has earned her exceptional recognition, Hayashi
remains quietly controversial and unsettling.
It is my contention that Hayashi’s singularity, keen objectivity and sophisticated
observations are in great part due to the fact that Hayashi grew up outside of Japan.
Within a half year of her return to her “motherland,” Hayashi was exposed to the atomic
bombing and became a hibakusha, a new kind of “foreigner” in postwar Japan. As a
result, she never felt wholly Japanese; she experienced the bombing and its aftermath as a
foreigner. This estrangement, I believe, has consistently impacted her writing.
In Hayashi’s 1991 text “Ai nō ittu [I know it],” the narrator’s friend Rena who
lost her entire family and her house in the bombing of Nagasaki is about to move to the
United States. She says, “The nation of Japan did not help me. […] [Japan] is not a
country I feel bad leaving.”94 Though Japanese atomic bomb literature often depicts
alienated hibakusha, this strong criticism of the nation-state Japan and is particular to
Hayashi’s texts. In accordance with the views expressed by characters in her literary
narratives, Hayashi courteously refused the Geijutsu-senshō Monbudaijin-shō [the
Japanese Education Ministry Art Prize] that was offered to her in 1978 with this remark,
“I am hibakusha. I cannot receive an award from the [Japanese] government.” 95 After
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such a refusal, it is not a surprise that Hayashi was never offered another governmentsponsored award, the Nihon Geijyutsuin shō [Japanese Art Institute Prize, formerly the
Empire Art Institute Prize] that was bestowed onto her contemporary and fellow
hibakusha writers Ōba Minako and Takenishi Hiroko. As a hibakusha writer, Hayashi
keeps a critical distance from the Japanese government and government-sponsored
honors. Despite the literary prizes she has received, Hayashi, unlike others of her
celebrated colleagues, has never held a position on any prize committees.
I have said above that Hayashi is in a sense an outsider. Actually Hayashi was
born on August 28, 1930 in Nagasaki. But the following year, she moved with her family
to Japanese-occupied Shanghai. This is how Hayashi’s life as a traveler and an outsider
started. Although Hayashi went to a Japanese school in Shanghai, Hayashi’s family -Kyōko, her parents and her three sisters -- lived on a block where there were no other
Japanese families. In February of 1945 the family moved back to Nagasaki, to escape
from increased war activities in China.96 While the family settled in an outlying area,
Hayashi lived in Nagasaki to attend high school there, making her the only hibakusha in
her family. Near the end of the war Japanese students were mobilized to work for the war
effort. Hayashi was working in a factory 1.4 kilometers from Ground Zero when the
bomb exploded over Nagasaki at 11:02 a.m. on August 9, 1945.97 Miraculously unhurt by
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burns or wounds, Hayashi traveled for nine hours through Nagasaki on foot, toward and
past Ground Zero.98 She stayed in Nagasaki for three days before she walked another 25
kilometers to her family home.99
Hayashi lived through her postwar years affected with bouts of radiation sickness.
Despite her ill health, she left Nagasaki in 1947 and, in 1951, married another
tairikugaeri (people who have returned after living outside of Japan for many years), a
man 20 years her senior. In 1953, Hayashi gave birth to a son, her only child. During her
marriage and childrearing, Hayashi joined Bungei shuto [Literary Capital], a then-highly
regarded circle of young writers. Hayashi’s early texts were published in the magazine
this group periodically produced.100
Hayashi divorced in 1974 and had to support herself. She decided to look for a job,
but only after writing a piece that she hoped would “put an end to August 9” for
was within 1.5 kilometer, as Hayashi was, the notebook has a seal of “special” (Hayashi, “Kumoribi no
kōshin [March on a cloudy day],” 176). Hayashi points out that of the 7,500 people working in the
Mitsubishi factory, 6,200 were reported as missing, inferred as dead. This makes the factory more deadly
than the official death rate, which, if calculated according to distance from the epicenter, would be 45.5%
(“Matsuri no ba” Matsuri no ba,11). Hayashi said that the data and statistics she quotes in “Matsuri no ba”
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herself .101 Instead, “Matsuri no ba” won two major literary awards, a sensational
beginning to Hayashi’s professional writing career, which has shown an unusual
longevity among hibakusha writers.102
In 2005 the eight-volume Hayashi Kyōko zenshū [Complete works] was
published, quietly marking the 60th anniversary of the atomic bombings.103 It also
celebrated the longevity of both Hayashi’s art and her life. As in the Japanese shishōsetsu
tradition, Hayashi blurs the distinction between memoir and novel. Most of her texts have
first-person primary narrators as their otherwise unnamed protagonists, who resemble
Hayashi herself. Often quoting events from her own life, Hayashi’s protagonists are
clearly multiple variations of her own persona as she sees herself. Other characters,
usually friends of the narrator, also seem to often speak in Hayashi’s voice as well.104 The
publishing of her complete works has given us an opportunity to view and cross reference
Hayashi’s numerous writings. The editors have also supplied biographical and
bibliographic information making it possible for readers to discover how Hayashi
transforms or translates her real life experiences into her document-like and shishōsetsu-
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like texts.105 Her novellas, plays, essays, interviews, and public conversations shed light
on the intentions underlying Hayashi’s motifs, artistic choices and thoughts as she
reflects upon her experience of the atomic bombing and current nuclear issues.
According to Hayashi, she writes only because she experienced August 9.106 Her
strong stand as a hibakusha inevitably involves a duality between the group identity of
the hibakusha as victims and her personal identity as a hibakusha writer. In this duality,
Hayashi’s complete works can be read as a travelogue in which a 14 year-old tairikugaeri
girl survives the violence of the atomic bombing and, over the span of six decades and
more, transforms her forced, passive, angry victimhood into an independently chosen,
quietly active, personally tailored hibakusha-hood. What underlies her portrayal of
August 9 and hibakusha’s postwar living is Hayashi’s un“Japanese-ness,” which nurtures
irony, mourning, marginality, and a critical perspective.

2. “Matsuri no ba” (1975): Being Marginal and Being Critical
Although her upbringing in China was not discussed until her later texts, such as
“Mishaeru no kuchibeni” [Michael’s lipstick, 1979] or “Shanghai,” Hayashi’s
“foreignness” that precedes her hibakusha-hood brings an acute sense of irony and
criticality to Hayashi’s “Matsuri no ba.” Hayashi cites both the landscape of China and
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her childhood life there as great influences on her “thinking and judging,” making her, as
she claims, an “unJapanese Japanese.”107 Where Hayashi felt most at home was in a
foreign land. In China, even though it was under Japanese military occupation, her
Chinese neighbors treated Hayashi’s family as equals. Having been used to the
continental landscape of China, Hayashi found the town of Nagasaki stifling.108 Hayashi
writes, “It had been the town which enjoyed a modest happiness. [A place I wanted to
hug]. Now those houses were all gone and the people who lived in them were gone,
too.”109 These sentences, which can be read as representing the total destruction of a
community, bring another layer of irony when a reader considers the writer’s tairikugaeri
identity. Hayashi had scarcely had time to assimilate to her “hometown,” before it
exploded, leaving her unable to “hug” old Nagasaki.
Written 30 years after the atomic bombing of Nagasaki, “Matsuri no ba” presents
an intricate mix of layered time and viewpoints, which has, over the course of her career,
characterized her signature narrative style. Time in this work moves rather freely between
1945 and 1975 (the author’s present). Hayashi’s narration weaves together two
“moments” plus the time in between. Within the same page or even the same paragraph,
the narrator is simultaneously the child who is experiencing the scene and also the adult
who is writing about it 30 years later. As her narration moves back and forth between the
child and the adult, the narrator also lives, remembers, and observes the different times of
107
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her life. Both “now” and “then,” and the time between, are brought together in a mixture
of past and present tenses. For example the narrator speaks about the atomic explosion
thus:
Immediately after the bomb was complete darkness. I cannot see anything
though my eyes are open. Only the black darkness. If the darkness has
depth, eyes can see into the darkness and feel no anxiety, but this is a flat
darkness that was pasted on my eyes. I thought I had lost my eyes. Yoko
and Akiko told me, they too thought they had become blind and rubbed
their eyes. People who looked directly into the light flash became blind.
[…] There is a rumor that some blind people regained their eyesight with
the flash. I do not think it is true. The flash left us those kinds of myths. 110
In “Temporal Discontinuity in the Atomic Bomb Fiction of Hayashi Kyōko,”
Davinder L Bhowmik looks at Hayashi’s “commingling of past and present within
narratives” as an embodiment of “rhythmic time.”111 As Bhowmik states, Hayashi reveals
the past while “simultaneously alluding to the present” as a way of addressing the
“problematic” distance between the past and the present. Hayashi’s juxtaposition of time,
while “jarring at times,” reveals the “strained relationship of past reality” and offers a
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“literary representation of the past.”112 For Hayashi and her fellow hibakusha, there is
also a deeper issue; the moment of the atomic explosion will not “pass” but continues to
affect them for the rest of their lives. The atomic bombing cannot become a “past event”
in the conventional sense because both time itself and the body are transformed by the
bombing. However, Hayashi, along with other hibakusha, observes that time still moves
forward although it seems that hibakusha time moves differently from that of nonhibakusha. As hibakusha bodies age awkwardly (in and out of Abomb-affected illnesses
for example), Japan as a whole soon began to speak of the war as a past event, making
the gap between hibakusha and non-hibakusha wider and deeper.113 For Hayashi and her
friends, time is layered; they live in a postwar Japan with altered bodies and minds,
bodies and minds containing radiation and traumatic memories.
Layered time and viewpoints in her texts allow Hayashi to simultaneously reobserve and reflect upon her experience of the atomic bombings and her relationship to
time. By writing, she also learns abut the war. Hayashi writes:
Soon after the bomb, I saw a wounded doctor tending patients in the
burned field. […] I admire him. But also I pity those people, in the
extreme situation beyond imagination, the doctor could not leave his
practice nor could a soldier neglect his duty as a soldier. A soldier
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ran past holding up his dismembered arm. Having to report to
headquarters, he did not want to lose time by stopping for medical
care. Some flung away everything but their being individuals: others
remained thoroughly faithful to society. The war is the extraordinary
director of the human drama.114
It is the 14 year old narrator who sees the man carrying his arm on August 9. It is the 45year-old author who constructs the scene and examines what war is and what a nation
state does to its own people.
Older hibakusha writers who began to write soon after 1945 did so under a fear of
their impending death. During the occupation period, writers did not have access to the
knowledge they needed in order to understand the atomic bomb in its complete political,
social, and historical context. Thirty years gave Hayashi time to acquire, examine, and
incorporate new information. With restrained but fierce contempt, Hayashi reports in
“Matsuri no ba,” the unnerving fact that the U.S.’s first target on August 9 was Kokura.
Kokura was then, and still is a populous city on Kyushu, the southern island of Japan, of
which Nagasaki is also a part. Nagasaki was a backup target and it was only because of
cloudy weather over Kokura that the second atomic bomb, more powerful than the first,
was dropped on Nagasaki. It upsets Hayashi greatly that Nagasaki’s fate was chosen by
chance. The narrator states that she “cannot swallow or ignore” this fact that Nagasaki
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suffered “the misfortune of having been chosen when it did not have to be Nagasaki115”
The deaths and suffering from the atomic bombing feel even more humiliating and
pointless in the learning that the “selection” was second hand. This sense of hibakusha’s
lives being out of their own control becomes an important motif of Hayashi’s later texts.
Hayashi is deeply aware that the atomic bomb was not a natural disaster; her
being a hibakusha is not “ill fate,” but was created, with “meticulous design, by other
human beings.”116 Therefore, Hayashi is intent on collecting political, scientific and
historical information about the atomic bombing. I have already noted Treat’s
observation that most Japanese atomic bomb literature ignores the political reality of
American responsibility for the bombing, choosing to regard the blasts as if they were the
same as natural disasters.117 “Matsuri no ba,” however, directly confronts American
intentionality from the very first sentence of the text which reads, “The device that was
dropped over Nagasaki to record the force of the blast produced by the atomic bomb
contained a letter calling for surrender.” Signed by three American scientists and
addressed to a fellow Japanese scientist, the letter said, “the rain of atomic bombs will
increase in manifold in fury”.118 “Impossible” to read it “calmly,” Hayashi points out the
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letter’s righteous tone, “they could justly rage because they were the children of God.”119
Hayashi observes these “children of God” were the humans who brought her the bomb:
After it dropped the atomic bomb, the B-29 quickly ascended. Of course
they had no intention of dying. Kill the engine, drop the bomb, swerve up
and get out fast—they must have practiced that over and over again. [...]
73,889 people died instantly. Approximately the same number, 74,909,
were hurled out in the blazing summer sun, stripped of their skin, like the
legendary white rabbit of the Inaba who was flayed alive by the
crocodile.120
Describing burns that cause “frills of skin to dangle from both arms, like the thin peel of
newly harvested young potatoes,” Hayashi concludes, “The children of God conducted
all kinds of experiments on burns and human bodies.”121 In order to reconstruct August 9
after 30 years, Hayashi relies on a variety of sources —statistics, Japanese myth,
household details, medical and scientific reports and victims’ testimonies. The result,
“Matsuri no ba,” offers a distinct acknowledgement of the human design behind the
dropping of the bombs.
Hayashi is openly critical not only of America’s righteousness but also of
America’s disregard for civilian life:
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Most of us did not even know why rage should be directed toward us.
Unaware that the choice was one out of the two [cities], we thought we
were going to live tomorrow. [...] Some stared open-mouthed at the atomic
bomb wafting down under an open parachute from the sky,
unaccompanied by an air raid siren, thinking that it probably was food for
the American captives.122
Hayashi thus creates a vivid picture of pathetically vulnerable, uninformed civilians
living their everyday lives, unaware that they were to be soon killed with radiation or to
become flayed rabbits.
In the August 9, 1945 New York Times article, science reporter William L.
Laurence, who flew in the Nagasaki mission and witnessed the bombing as a military
appointed correspondent, described the atomic explosion in great detail and awe but with
only a single line referring to the people below: “Does one feel any pity or compassion
for the poor devils about to die? Not when one thinks of Pearl Harbor and of the Death
March on Bataan.”123 Hayashi objects. She reveals that people underneath the mushroom
cloud were not all what Laurence called “poor devils,” but included Americans as well.
The narrator recalls that young prisoners of war, whose “blue and gray eyes looked
friendly,” were digging trenches.124 “If they had been at work, they surely must have
died—glorious deaths in action. What kind of letters reported their deaths to their
122
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families?”125 Hayashi’s atomic bomb literature, at least, contrary to Treat’s contention,
clearly portrays America as the “hand” behind the bombings. But Hayashi’s sarcastic
remark goes on to reveal the essence of a war that crosses national boundaries. Nation
states kill their own citizens in order to kill more “devils” who are of course also human
beings.
“Matsuri no ba” ends with a quote from the “admirable” narration that concludes
a U.S. documentary film about the atomic bombings: “Thus, the destruction ended.126”
For many Americans, August 6 and 9 meant the end of a costly but just war. For
hibakusha, however, the end of the war was the beginning of life with a “deathsentence.”127 After “Matsuri no ba,” Hayashi followed the post-atomic bomb lives of her
classmates in order to “collect evidences….because neither August 6 nor 9 has ended.”128
Knowing more and constructing fuller stories about the atomic bombings have become
Hayashi’s destiny.

3. Nakigagotoku (1980): Kataribe of August 9
“A kataribe of August 9 is what I want to be. The woman is hibakusha…she
hopes to deliver August 9 as faithfully as she can. For that purpose she has restrained her

125

Ibid., 12.
Ibid., 97.
127
Hayashi, “Nagai jikan,” Nagai jikan, 135.
128
Hayashi, “Atogaki.” HKZ, Vol.1, 475.
126

48

excess emotions,” writes Hayashi in the voice of the narrator of Nakigagotoku, Hayashi’s
first book-length work, published in 1980.129
Kataribe is a Japanese word that refers to a clan of ancient professional narrators
whose oral recitations were later transformed into Japanese ancient “history.”130 Being a
kataribe of Nagasaki and reciting past events, “key genealogies,” and “cosmologies”
require Hayashi to “speak” for it with a special “authority” and “responsibility,” and
speak it “for the future.”131 Treat states that Hayashi’s ambition is “to serve as a
communal memory,” and “to demonstrate and contemplate the range of both the injury
and the survival of injury,” as well as “to represent Nagasaki as both a point in time and a
continuing condition.”132 He credits Hayashi for working hard to earn that authority, but
points out the complexities of such a task.133 Treat quotes Hayashi, “Though ‘the woman’
wanted to prevent […] Nagasaki from becoming routine, […] Ironically her very
speaking of August 9th was beginning that process of routinization.”134 He questions
whether her purpose to prevent another Nagasaki from happening might change what the
experience of Nagasaki was.
129
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Hayashi has been aware of how writing, as Treat suggests, “changes” the
inexpressible nature of the atomic bombing experiences into something expressed. In one
interview Hayashi said what happened on and immediately after August 9 was so “out of
the ordinary” that, even for a hibakusha looking back after many years, “it becomes
unbelievable.”135 It was necessary for Hayashi to confirm through writing that what
happened really happened. In particular, Hayashi said in the same interview that she
wanted to clarify and record the victims’ deaths because “if their deaths remain obscure,
the fact they lived remains obscure as well. She did not want the victims’ lives to be as if
they had never existed (nakigagotoku), but instead, by writing about them, she wanted to
prove they had actually existed.136 In “Omowaku [Intention]” (1981), the work that
follows Nakigagotoku, a hibakusha friend buys 20 copies of the same book written by the
narrator to give away, saying, “This book is my own record.”137 The unnamed narrator
who resembles Hayashi and is a writer of atomic bomb literature, speculates on her
friend’s mind and says, “Did she want to see August 9 in print so that August 9 became
confined to the book? That August 9 cannot go anywhere else and becomes solidly a
thing of the past. If not put into print, memories of August 9 keep growing and haunting
hibakusha lives.”138 Thus author Hayashi is aware of both the positive aspects to
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recording the recollections of August 9 and the confinement that such recording may
produce.139
As an actual survivor of the atomic bombings, Hayashi is faced with a very
particular dilemma. On one hand, she is determined not to misrepresent the historical
actualities of what happened following the explosion of the bombs, as hibakusha had to
deal with the catastrophe and the aftermaths of radiation sickness and discrimination. On
the other hand, as a writer of literature, Hayashi is well aware that the best stories about
“truths” are never unmediated. Adherence purely to “what really happened” may not be
the best source of a truth larger than any single individual’s experience.
Hayashi, however, would rather be blamed for not writing appropriately than for
not writing at all. She worries that if enough personal words are not left for the future,
forgetfulness will prevail. Referring to the controversial cartoon which represented the
hibakusha as an ugly monster, the narrator of “Matusuri no ba” objects to the people who
are critical of the cartoon’s inappropriateness. She says, “Atomic bomb needs no
sentimentality. […] Whether they draw monsters or clowns, they will stimulate someone
to feel something about the bombing. Thirty years later it has become more difficult to
portray the facts as they were.”140 The more difficult it becomes to personally portray the
139
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atomic bombings, the more necessary it becomes for Hayashi to do so. As a kataribe
Hayashi wishes to capture, even in imperfect ways, the enormity of the atomic bombings
that cannot easily be contained or nationalized. By doing so Hayashi resists the “taste of
cruelty” offered by “time-equals-oblivion.”141
What distinguishes Hayashi from most of the writers of atomic bomb literature,
and more clearly from the aesthetic of shishōsetsu, is that as a kataribe Hayashi employs
plural time and tenses as well as plural voices. Hibakusha Hayashi knows the atomic
bombing in her own body, but in order to describe August 9 more fully, and to keep
reviving her memories, Hayashi creates plural voices to reflect on their atomic bomb
experiences over a long period of time. For that purpose, Hayashi, like her ancient
ancestral kataribe, willfully brings her kataribe-body to other hibakusha as a vessel for
other people’s stories. She then places her own story among many other characters’
stories without giving a favorable standing to the narrator. Hayashi’s various characters
attend to their own personal losses while wounded by the same atomic bomb.
As if to address her protagonist as a nameless hibakusha, Hayashi starts
Nakigagotoku with a third-person narrative calling her protagonist, who resembles
Hayashi, a “woman.” The “woman” visits her high school friend Haruko, a non
hibakusha, and together they remember another friend, Hanako, who had died five years
earlier with A- bomb related cancer(s) with which she had battled all her life. The scene
then moves back to their youth three decades before where the “woman” becomes the
141
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narrator “I” and Hanako becomes vividly alive again. From far and near the three friends
have been audience members to each other’s lives. The manner in which the narrative is
written makes it feel and seem as if that relationship has continued, transcending
somehow even Hanako’s death. Depicting them with more or less the same emotional
and moral capacity, Hayashi succeeds in presenting atomic bomb experiences as a no-win
situation; even the “lucky” one is deeply wounded. Even Haruko suffers from her guilt
that she, by coincidence, escaped the bombing that shattered her friends’ lives.142 The
narrator states, “She did not want to talk about August 9. […] Girls without hair looked at
her enviously. She who stayed home that day felt as though she were being accused by
not only hibakusha but also by non-hibakusha for having been in the wrong place.”143
Being a young impressionable non-hibakusha in hibakusha land makes Haruko a
different kind of hibakusha.
The vividness of characters other than the narrator makes Hayashi’s “katari [story
telling]” radically different from that of the shishōsetsu tradition in which there is usually
only one consciousness, that of the narrator who is simultaneously the protagonist and the
imagined unmediated voice of the author. While other characters of the shishôsetsu are
generally no more than foils, Hayashi’s characters are described as weaving their own
consciousness from their sufferings that are not less, and in fact often greater, than those
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suffered by the writer Hayashi herself. In Hayashi’s earlier text “Tomo yo,” the narrator’s
friend Nakata stops in front of a picture that shows the destroyed Nagasaki.
My house is burning, Nakata says, her small voice trembling. […] On the
photo, I saw white smoke raise. I did not see the house she speaks of, but
something is burning. […] Between fingers holding tightly over her mouth
I heard a cry. […] Nakata’s house was burnt so hard that nobody could
even get the family bodies. […] Nakata had lost consciousness when she
was injured and rescued. She did not see the burnt field the way I did. She
had never visited her house. […] This photograph is the first she sees of
her house and family. It was smoke.144
Nakata and the narrator receive equal emphasis in their hibakusha identities. Each
person’s experience of the atomic bombing is singular. Their different experiences
compliment each other, in constructing a broader picture of the atomic bombing.
As kataribe, Hayashi’s thoughts and methods are rooted in her body. She trusts
her eyes and ears. Not only are her descriptions of hibakusha experiences visually
detailed, but her published books also exhibit this strong visual sense, backed by what
Hayashi calls her “naïve thought.”145 For example, Hayashi explains her omission of
quotation marks starting with Nakigagotoku, “The base sentence is the flow of everyday
life, to which join the voices and words that people speak…. they exist in the same place

144
145

Hayashi, “Tomo yo,” HKZ, Vol. 1, 223-224.
Hayashi, letter to Eiko Otake, December 30, 2006, 4.

54

of the same time. It is not like people converse with ｢ ｣ (Japanese quotation marks).”146
To those critics who refer to Hayashi’s unsophisticated vocabulary and unassuming
writing style as unliterary, Hayashi insists politely but firmly that kataribe is true to what
her ears bring, which is a language that represents the actual mood of the society. When
writer and Akutagawa jurist Yasuoka Shōtarō criticized Hayashi for her language style,
pointing out as an example that “gakuto dōin shita [served as a student work force]” is
grammatically wrong because it is an active verb made awkwardly from a noun, when it
should be written as a passive verb, Hayashi replied, “[upsetting or not,] I will continue to
use the wording that people spoke because these words reflect the time we lived. We
young students did not feel we were forced to work in factories. We felt eager to leave
school in support of war.” 147 Kataribe Hayashi wants to keep speaking that vocabulary,
through which readers can understand the pervasiveness of a wartime psyche -- people
believed in the obligations foisted upon them.
The belief in forced obligation for hibakusha did not end with the war. Wounded
hibakusha were obliged to make the best of their fate either by accepting or denying it. In
Nakigagotoku both the “woman” and Hanako struggle with their health. In the illogical,
irony-filled hibakusha life, however, their efforts are often not rewarded but viewed as
“precious waste.” This was particularly true for women hibakusha, since many fears were
connected with their bodies. Hibakusha mothers fear their early deaths which would
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leave their children motherless. In “Omowaku” Hata, a friend of the narrator, reflects
back on her extremely strict motherhood when she forced her five-year-old girl to travel a
20 hour-train-trip alone. She regrets, “If I knew I was to live this long, I would not have
been in such a hurry [to make my child mature].148 A clock cannot be turned back and
parenting cannot be redone.
The other persistent fear that remained long after the war was over was about
whether radiation affects hibakusha children’s health. Her later work “Nagai jikan,”
describes an actual experience Hayashi had in 1988. When the narrator gives a talk at a
university in America, a female scientist asks what the narrator thinks of “the finding”
that no link exists between genetic abnormality and radiation in the research about
second-generation hibakusha. Dumfounded, the narrator asks herself, “If she [the
scientist] was right, what has my life been till this point? Have I lived a life of a
clown? ”149 The narrator has feared all her life the negative effect of radiation in her
child.150 Being now told that such worries have been irrelevant is disconcerting and
humiliating.
To acquire an ordinary life, which seems to have been taken away from her, is the
focus of the woman in Nakigagotoku. However, the woman fails. The narrator quotes her
ex-husband’s last words to her before their divorce, “My marriage was nothing but a

148

Hayashi, “Omowaku,” HKZ, Vol. 3, 272.
Hayashi, “Nagai jikan,” Nagai jikan, 17.
150
In her essay “Kagaisha niwa naritakunai [I do not want to be an aggressor]” (1995), Hayashi writes that
less than a month before the delivery of her son, Hayashi decided to have an abortion in fear of radiationrelated deformity but changed her mind in the waiting room of the doctor’s office (HKZ, Vol. 8, 373).
149

56

marriage to hibakusha. If you want to become a kataribe, then tell your everyday life,
which is nothing but a hibakusha’s life.” The woman mumbles, “I wanted to be an
ordinary person. And there were such days. Couldn’t he admit that? If so, is there more
precious waste?”151 Because of the deep stigma attached to their identity, many
hibakusha including Hayashi tried to deny their hibakusha status. Like Hayashi, the
woman in Nakigagotoku married young, left Nagasaki and chose to give birth. The
realization that she was “nothing but hibakusha” to her husband, the closest observer of
her life, gives her a strong sense of defeat. In their short life expectancy, hibakusha feel
that their losses are unrecoverable and thus alter their “precious” lives into “waste.”
Against her ex-husband’s ironical advice, the woman decides to chronicle much beyond
her everyday life and so has Hayashi. Hayashi records hibakusha regrets and individual
efforts to deal with such regrets. Hayashi’s unspoken but underlying belief as a kataribe
seems to be that hibakusha did not choose to be hibakusha, but each hibakusha-hood can
be further personalized so that their lives do not add up to “waste.”

Hayashi ends Nakigagotoku with her description of the monument in Nagasaki
Peace Park. “His one outstretched hand points to the sky and the other to the ‘epicenter.’
This huge, ugly sculpture may be destroyed one day [with another war]. The “woman,”
however, wants him to be there forever, “his hand pointing towards the ugliest day
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humans have ever made”152 Without being ugly or huge, her texts as a whole are like this
monument. Causing much dismay to her critics, all of Hayashi’s texts, though from
different angles, point to August 9. Like the Nagasaki monument, Hayashi might hope
that her texts are also pointing to a sky that is not bound to the suffering of the earth.

4. From Nakigagotku to “Torinichi”: Transformation to Cosmopolitan Kataribe
After the publication of Nakigagotoku, Hayashi’s kataribe-hood entered a new
period. Hayashi “forced” herself to leave her everyday life of “solely writing about
August 9 in the living room, summer or winter,” and started a series of travels. 153 This is
the beginning of the expansion of Hayashi’s kataribe-hood, an expansion which would
prompt Hayashi to re-make her own hibakusha characteristics.
In 1981 Hayashi visited Hiroshima and found that even Nagasaki hibakusha
cannot fully comprehend the experience of the Hiroshima atomic bombing. Each historic
atrocity is a singular event. In “Buji [Safe]” (1981) which chronicles her trip to
Hiroshima, Hayashi uses a particular phrase to describe the mood of the narrator’s visit,
“enryogachi ni nakaba buenryo ni [with hesitation but half without any hesitation --candidly, rudely].”154 This ambiguous phrase illuminates a complex duality of kataribe
Hayashi in transition-- being a fragile, hesitant, sensitive hibakusha and being a candid,
proactive, experiential hibakusha. As the latter, in “Buji” Hayashi introduces an “A-bomb
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calendar” [Genbaku nengō], in which years are counted using 1945 as the first year, the
year the atomic bombs exploded.155Hayashi writes that in the face of the atomic
bombings and their worldly implications, “the significance of the births of Christ or
Buddha pale in comparison.”156 Thus the full title of “Buji” is “Buji: 1981 western
calendar - 37 genbaku [nuclear bomb] calendar.”
In the same year, Hayashi also visited Shanghai, another personally significant
destination. In Shanghai, she recalls her own childhood with the new understanding of
Japan as an imperial invader. This is the first time Hayashi was willing to remember
beyond August 9. The imperialistic Japan under which she spent her childhood in China
started the very war that ended with the U.S.’s atomic bombings. This thought shadows
her childhood memories. In her later text “Hata [Flag]” (1993), Hayashi shows her
complex reflection on the issue of war responsibility fifty years later. The narrator who is
the author herself remembers her childhood wartime memories and states,
The letters of good wishes I wrote on a Japanese flag as a child for
departing soldiers are my “other self.” If so, my “other self” could have
gone to the war fronts and fought either the war against China or the
“Great Asia War.” […] I believed and said that hibakusha, no matter what,
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are victims --. If I [by writing a good wishes to soldiers] was involved in
killings this is a contradiction.157
Hayashi shows how even children were inevitably involved in a war they did not begin or
understand. This is an unregrettable regret.
In 1983 at the age of 52, Hayashi left her house where she had lived with her son
and his wife, to live alone in a small apartment in an unfamiliar town. Hayashi writes that
she even wished to become “homeless.”158 Her protagonist (who resembles Hayashi)
recounts the following in “Hoshizukiyo [A night with stars and a moon]” (1984),
“Determined not to return home for a while and feeling I was at the edge of a cliff, I
continued my travel-hopping.” 159 This is a radical move for a middle-aged Japanese
woman.
Critic Kobayashi Yaeko points out, “Starting in her childhood, Hayashi has been a
traveler all her life […] searching where hibakusha’s mind and body can rest.”160 Always
a “foreigner,” Hayashi was prepared to think beyond the limits of a nation-state and to
grow as a kataribe of the world in the atomic age. Whether she knew of her destiny or not,
in 1985 Hayashi decided to live in the United States with her son’s family for three years.
It was during this time that her two grandchildren were born with the dual citizenships of
Japan and the United States.
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In “Torinichi,” published in 2000, the narrator recalls the time she was about to
leave for America. Her schoolteacher criticizes the narrator for going to America as it is
the “enemy country” that dropped the A-bomb. The narrator replies, “I will go to see how
Americans live” and says to herself, “I cannot forget about August 9. But if I continue to
blame, then I would want revenge.”161 It is important to note that the thought of “no
revenge” is not Hayashi’s invention. She represents hibakusha thought. Through their
own pains, through the turmoil of nuclear politics and left-wing party politics, through
working with world-wide anti nuclear movement activists, hibakusha individuals, the
participants of Hidankyō and citizens of Hiroshima and Nagasaki have created and
embraced the thought of “no revenge,” as expressed in the popular slogan, “No more
Hiroshima, No more Nagasaki.” Hayashi in “Matsuri no ba” expressed such hibakusha
sentiment: “The word vengeance is daunting. […] It is horrible to imagine that there
could be more unsightly people. Nagasaki might be filled with handless, legless, and
eyeless people. People are happiest when they have two legs, hands, eyes and a
mouth.”162 Having been severely violated, hibakusha wished their fate not be repeated by
anyone anywhere.
When Hayashi speaks of “no revenge” she reveals the very existence of revenge
in world politics. Her comment thus can be read as an apt, harsh criticism of America’s
foreign policies that have consistently engaged, at least since World War II, in acts of
“revenge.” Announcing the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, President Truman stated,
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“The Japanese began the war from the air at Pearl Harbor. They have been repaid
manifold.”163 In 1998, a year before Hayashi visited Trinity, the United States launched
missile attacks on Sudan and Afghanistan following the terrorist attacks on U.S.
embassies. In the same year U.S. and Britain launched air strikes against weapons sites in
Iraq. Needless to say, following 9/11, the United States attacked Afghanistan and Iraq,
killing many citizens in both countries. Hayashi on the other hand, decides to visit the
“enemy” country to directly observe its people. She does so not so much as a Japanese
but as a hibakusha. In living her everyday life among the Americans and JapaneseAmericans, she extends her research to what is in and behind, before and after the atomic
bombings. It was also during her stay in America, according to the narrator, that she first
thought of traveling to the Trinity site.
Through her own despair, Hayashi has repeatedly found strength in herself to
courageously break out of a victim’s passiveness. She often describes her hibakusha
friends and characters as having similar motivations. For example, in “Ai nou ittu” the
narrator speaks of her friend Rena who is marrying an American military man: “Rena
could face America alone because she is hibakusha, who picked her life, life alone, from
the flash of the atomic bomb. Fortunately or unfortunately, that flash stripped her of the
vanity and prosperity of this society. So hibakusha can go for a startling move.”164 Thus
Hayashi in her later years presents surviving hibakusha as human beings who have seen
the worst and who do not have much to lose. Her youthful marriage, departure from
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Nagasaki, decision to have a child, the sending of her first major novel directly to an
editor-in-chief of a major literary magazine, “travel hopping” and her move to America
are all courageous decisions. Ultimately, the trip to the Trinity site was an embodiment of
hibakusha’s active, “startling moves.” In retrospect, her long journey transformed
Hayashi’s already independent spirit to that of a worldly concerned artist. An older
kataribe Hayashi is ready to be a chronicler of a world seen by the eyes of a Nagasaki
hibakusha. In her transition from middle to old age, Hayashi’s travels elevated her from
kataribe of Nagasaki to kataribe of the world: this metamorphosis was completed only by
visiting the Trinity Site.

5. “Torinichi” (2000): Land is Hibakusha
“The ugliest days humans have ever created” are not only August 6 and 9.165
Preceding them is July 16, 1945, when the first atomic bomb was tested at the Trinity Site
in New Mexico. “Torinichi” chronicles Hayashi’s long-planned visit to the Trinity site in
1999, almost 20 years after the publication of Nakigagotoku. Written in a first-person
memoir style, the narrator of “Torinichi” is the author herself and the protagonist who at
nearly 70 years old has long outlived her life expectancy as a hibakusha.
Hibakusha usually do not live their lives as they please. It was Hayashi’s hardwon, bittersweet longevity that made her visit to Trinity possible. A year earlier in “Nagai
jikan,” the narrator recounts her feelings upon reading the phrase “running past death”:
165
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I […] shouted, “I did it” […]. Now I have lived so far. I am safe — But
after crying for joy, I stopped to think. […] shortening of a given life, not
being able to live fully, was the promise made between an atomic bomb
and its victims. […] I was stunned […] Now there exists in front of me an
ugly death the sure result of old age. […] This is a new death I have never
imagined. This sudden arrival of an old-age-death expected by average
people -- I did not know whether I could welcome it. This is against the
promise!166
This old age hibakusha is a “foreigner” even to a life-long outsider Hayashi. It is more so
because Hayashi was exposed to the atomic bombing so close to the epicenter. The life of
hibakusha has been only to live, day to day, year to year, until the inevitable execution of
the “death sentence.”167 The realization that she might now die from a death unrelated to
the atomic bombing makes her feel cheated. Hayashi has arrived at a place no other
hibakusha writer, except perhaps Hiroshima poet Kurihara Sadako, has ever come.168
Facing her own old age and a “new death” is a new motif and a new challenge, which
Hayashi embraces with her renewed kataribe mission.
The proactive narrator of “Torinichi” makes a list of things that are yet “to be
done.”169 One was a pilgrimage in Japan in remembrance of her lost friend(s). Going to
the Trinity site was the next on her list. Describing how she first thought of going to the
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Trinity site, the narrator Hayashi recalls the day during her stay in the United States:
“[while driving in Virginia], I had a strong sensation in realizing that I was on the same
land that contains the atomic bomb test site. I have to go, I decided without any
hesitation.”170 Though she decided “without hesitation” to visit the Trinity site, she
waited 12 years before finally going there. As critic Yabu Teiko states, Hayashi is a
“stoic” writer in that she does not write about her experiences until she digests them well,
often taking years.171 After Hayashi completed the pilgrimage in Japan and chronicled it
in “Nagai jikan,” she was ready to put her longtime plan into action. In “Torinichi”
Hayashi describes the personal significance of going to the Trinity site thus:
Trinity is the starting point of August 9 and also the destination of
hibakusha. From Trinity to Trinity – August 9 stands in between. If I
make one round I can hold August 9 within my life circle. If I can never
be free from the event, I should end it by swallowing it.” 172
In “Torinichi,” all of the motifs that have fueled and sustained her art resonate. It
is as if Hayashi’s artistic motifs all joined the author in her journey to the Trinity site, the
hibakusha’s “birthplace.” The bare scenic expansion of the wilderness is liberating to
tairikugaeri narrator Hayashi who was never comfortable in Japanese smallness.
Referring to Georgia O’Keefe’s paintings of New Mexico, the narrator Hayashi, through
her visually gifted eyes and bodily senses, sees in the landscape of the wilderness
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“solitude” and “the body of a girl or a mature woman.” The narrator articulates, “Smooth
layers of pink sand mountains are like a girl’s breasts. Crevasses suggest female sexual
organs” and asks “Are the reddened sandy soil and sky an older woman past her
reproduction age?”173 As a kataribe in “sustained mourning,” the narrator refers to the
stones that fell off the cliffs as “the dead of the mesas.” Like those stones, the narrator
remembers, many of her young friends’ bodies were missed in the classroom when the
school restarted after the war.174
At Ground Zero, the narrator talks to the silent wilderness and discovers:
Until now as I stand at the <Trinity site,> I have thought it was we humans
who were the first atomic bomb victims on earth. I was wrong. Here are
my senior hibakusha. It is here and it can not cry or yell. Tears filled my
eyes.175
Just as hibakusha had no choice but to endure their misfortune (having been on the wrong
side of the “Just War”), the land of New Mexico had to endure its “selection” as a test
site for the first atomic bombing. The land was a victim to the violence created by human
ingenuity.
Hayashi writes, “as soon as I started walking through the small passage within the
fenced area led by a guide, my always-present-awareness of being a victim disappeared
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from my mind.”176 By momentarily “forgetting” her victimhood and her national identity,
but by having always known the pain of being a hibakusha, she is deeply sympathetic to
a voiceless land. In seeing and being with violated land, the narrator’s experience of the
atomic bombings has been powerfully transcended. Hayashi writes, “it was when I stood
in front of the Trinity’s memorial I was truly exposed to the atomic bomb.”177 Mourning
for the land in New Mexico, this narrator is no longer trapped as a Japanese hibakusha,
yet she is “truly exposed to the atomic bomb” as a human being. Humans are both
victims and perpetrators. Humans are capable of violating others: other humans and other
beings. And that recognition hurts Hayashi. As a hibakusha she not only resonates with
other hibakusha but feels the pain of the land that was exposed to the atomic bombing. At
the Trinity site, Hayashi recognizes that the essence of the atomic bombings is human
arrogance. That human arrogance hurts nature to which humans once belonged. That
human arrogance invented the politics of war and technology. At this most foreignlooking land, Hayashi, who has based her life and art on her foreignness and criticality,
becomes less of a “foreigner” and a critic. Hayashi remembers more clearly who she is:
For the first time here, at Trinity however, I might be crying with the
human tears that I did not shed on August 9. Standing on the land that
speaks no words, I shivered feeling its pain. Until today, I have lived with
merciless pains that hurt both my mind and body. But it could have been
the pain of the skin that grew from August 9. Here in this desert I had
176
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momentarily forgotten my life as hibakusha. Over the land that keeps its
silence I must have been seeing the scene of the day I ran away. I have
tried to suppress that scene in my mind over many years. Of me on that
fatal day.178
Facing the silence of the land, Hayashi both imagines July 16 and remembers August 9.
Remembering is to “sustain" one’s mourning for the loss and to feel that loss anew. It is
precisely her own loss and her experience of living as hibakusha, which have equipped
Hayashi with the sensitivity that “shivers” with sympathy for the silently endured pain of
the land. Here Hayashi rediscovers silence which, as I stated earlier, is often the most
provocative element in many hibakusha’s memories of their atomic bomb experiences.
With this journey, Hayashi’s hibakusha-self has arrived at a different, quieter, and
more transcendent place. It is not submission; it is a deeper understanding of something
unacceptable. Human arrogance creates sorrow and grave consequence. The landscape
shares the loneliness of hibakusha but the land represents the enduring solitude of the
earth. According to Hannah Arendt’s distinction, loneliness is not same as solitude.
“Solitude requires being alone whereas loneliness shows itself most sharply in company
with others.” 179 As the land embraces the visiting hibakusha who might have been
always lonely in the Japanese landscape, the narrator might be discovering her own
solitude as her newly acquired quietness. This is a great distance from her own “Matsuri
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no ba” in which her anger toward America and the Japanese government was fierce and
her being a hibakusha was a burden.
Hayashi’s transformation from a kataribe of August 9 to a kataribe of the world is
now complete. With Hayashi’s transformation, Japanese atomic bomb literature, which
had long considered Japan as the only nation that experienced the atomic bombings,
reached a new understanding. At the Trinity site, Hayashi embraces the land of a foreign
country as humanity’s fellow victim that “cannot cry or shout.”180 On August 6, 1945, in
the burned field, hibakusha Hara Tamiki told himself, “I have to keep a record of this.”181
Critic Kawanishi Masaaki regards this moment as “the birth of Japanese atomic bomb
literature.” Kawanishi states that Japanese atomic literature “ended” with Hayashi
Kyōko’s recognition that the land of New Mexico was the first hibakusha.182 What
connects the two is the profound silence of the dead.
Hayashi may be less concerned about critics’ analysis of the literature genre. As if
to continue her kataribe mission in a new light, Hayashi in “Torinichi” shifts her
narration twice to more obvious “katari (talking)”: the narrator presents her letters to her
younger friend Rui. Japanese literary critic Kuroko Kazuo points out that “Rui,” not a
common Japanese name, is a homonym for the Japanese word meaning “species” in the
compound “human species.” Hayashi might as well be writing this letter to the younger
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generation of her “species.”183 Hayashi ends “Torinichi” with the narrator’s second letter
to Rui. It is as if the words collected from the silence she experienced at Ground Zero
need to be addressed to someone personal, in order to reach the universal. Kuroko’s
brilliant suggestion helps us understand that Hayashi’s question at the end of this letter is
addressed to her fellow humans of the present and the future. Referring to the atomic
bombing as an “experiment,” kataribe Hayashi writes, “— The world does not need your
experiment. —Rui, what do you think?”184

In conclusion, Hayashi Kyōko represents not only hibakusha’s experiences of the
atomic bombing but also the transformation of such experiences. Hayashi’s hibakusha
body has always known: “Life is fragile, it cries in pain when it is hurt.”185 In creating art
from the human experiences of the atomic bombing(s) and identifying herself as kataribe
of August 9, Hayashi has transformed her victimhood into her own enduring, active
hibakusha-hood that deeply understands the fragility of nature and our existence.
As Susan Sontag writes, “Transforming is what art does.”186
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Artistic Aims Essay
A Translation That Was A Dance:
Reflections on Translating Hayashi Kyōko’s “From Trinity to Trinity”

1. What Is Art?
In my first course in graduate school, the professor surprised me with a two
minute in-class writing assignment. He asked his students to respond to the question,
"What is art?" After a moment of hesitation, words rushed out of me. When the students
shared their “unprepared” definitions, I could not agree with anyone else’s but my own. I
was shocked by my flood of words. I was not defining the word ART as much as writing
my wish list-- what I crave as a provider and a receiver of art. I wrote:
Art evokes beauty to the senses and/or thinking. Art is produced with the
intention of giving something beautiful for the eye, mind, or spirit, even
though the definition of beauty here is at its widest. Art is a window in
which you, a maker or a receiver, can see your reflection and findings. Art
is also a window through which you sense that another complete
life/world that is not the one that you live in exists right by you. That
world extends both geographically and time-wise and it is there with you
and without you. Art frames that world outside you and lets you see/feel it
from that small window. Art is something that is a part of that world and
the world you live in. Art is a corridor between the two worlds. Yet art can
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exist almost alone as it is a whole world within its small unity. ART
SHINES WHETHER WITH OR WITHOUT ITS USEFULNESS. Art is
both human and divine. Art moves people. Art is the blood and the river of
humanity that runs through generations and beyond geographical and
national divides.
Five years later, as I was finishing my artistic thesis, I reviewed what I had written in
2002. In regard to my reading and translating of Hayashi Kyōko’s atomic bomb related
memoir, “Torinichi kara torinichi e,” I was surprised at the relevance of my definition of
art. What I wrote reveals my experiential desires for art, desires which have sustained my
life as an artist and given me a kinship with other artists such as Hayashi. Every line in
my personal definition of art applies to the presentation of my own work as a
choreographer and a performer. Every line also applies to how I see and am moved by
Hayashi’s work.
I am moved by Hayashi’s vulnerability and resilience, the urgency and
inevitability of her art making, the seriousness of her subject matter and the way in which
it dictates her style. I am moved by how Hayashi continues to write and see from the
point of view of a marginalized hibakusha and sustains her mourning for those who died
in the nuclear explosions. I am moved by her purposefulness as a kataribe of August 9,
yet, I am also moved by the little details of her work that are quiet, emotional, beautiful
and evocative. Behind a sentence here or a phrase there I can feel that a whole world
exists; a world of death, destruction and survival, a world of existence and non-existence
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that are so intimately connected, and a world in which we live but tend not to see in
everyday life. Hayashi’s work frames and lets us see the lives of people who were
affected by the atomic bombings. She lets us feel the wind that blows onto a hibakusha’s
skin and the buzzing sound of insects that colors a hibakusha’s life.
I am invested in Hayashi’s work, in her thoughts and in the world she lets me see.
I want to express and make use of my empathy by translating her words. By doing so, I
want to help her work reach more people; to join her quiet resistance against
“forgetfulness.” I hope some readers will be moved by reading my translation of Hayashi
and see their lives differently; they are sharing and breathing a present that includes
hibakusha writer Hayashi’s past and that lives in her own present.

2. Approach: Being a Performing Artist and a Translator
I am a performing artist. Being a translator is new to me. I started this artistic
thesis by letting my performance artist-self inform my translator-self. In other words, my
translation is motivated by the same desires that motivate my performance work. This is
my surrendering to, and yet being responsible to, a here and now which are part of a
larger time and space. Both include a sense of seeing and being seen by others. As a
performer I am interested in learning not only what I make of time and space but also
what time and space already contain. In addition, by allowing myself to be immersed in
Hayashi’s art, her words/subject/style/aesthetic/pain, I hoped that my role as her careful
reader and translator could affect my own art-making in the future. Translation is a
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commitment to seeing and responding to that seeing, line by line, scene by scene. It
involves the experience of being with the other (the author’s work and experiences) in
such a way that the author’s body resonates within the translator’s. The process of
translation calls for imagination, patience and negotiation, and as such teaches the
translator about herself.
I have worked as an independent artist since 1971. It is my desire to produce art
that is moving and potentially meaningful for me as an artist and for my audience. An
audience often does not know its own mind, and an artist has to follow no other guidance
than her own aesthetic and urges. Conversely, as an audience member, I have learned that
I find a work authentic and potentially moving only when I feel that the artist is engaging
deeply with her own desires. Of course, the latter does not guarantee the former but the
artist’s fullest involvement is a precondition for art that is emotionally or intellectually
moving. As a translator I therefore want to be attentive to my own attachment to
Hayashi’s work. Whether as a translator or performing artist, my commitment is always
to explore issues and concerns that are important and inescapable for me. As a middleaged artist with a career spanning three decades, I want to be willful about nurturing a
singular voice of my own. By translating Hayashi’s work, I am publicly announcing my
respect for another artist’s singular voice. I want to share with my own audience, not only
the work I create, but also the sustained concerns and interests that inform my work. I did
not approach Hayashi’s work to hunt for a new idea for a dance. I do not intend to make a
dance specifically about the atomic bombings or about Hayashi Kyōko. Instead, I want to
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learn how, despite difficulties, certain artists can keep creating, re-inventing, and remain
motivated. So it is essential that I, a translator, am moved not only by the work I am
translating but by the ambitions and aesthetic of the artist herself and her artistic
continuity.
As a dancer and a choreographer, my view of the world is kinetic and physical.
My art is that of a body moving in space and time that carries mind and emotion. My art
does not require words. Literature is an art of language in which words and what is
between words carries mind and emotion. But words and what is between words also
metaphorically carry bodies (or physicality), movement, time, and space. I respond to
these with my aesthetic and artistic receptivity, which are grounded in my practice as a
dancer and choreographer. On stage, I crave a sense of urgency, vulnerability, and
honesty. In literature I desire the same. As a dancer who does not believe that beauty is
tied only to healthy, young bodies, I am interested in decay and illness. The essential
equality of death (that we all die) intrigues me as well as the essential inequality of death
(some of us will die with too much pain and agony while others will die more peacefully).
As a female, I empathize with the pain in Hayashi’s female body affected by radiation
and violence. As a dancer, I think of words from the viewpoint of a body that moves,
ages, and knows pain. The body forms a humble commonality between two languages
when I translate from my native Japanese into the English with which I have lived and
conversed in my decades of living in the United States. I want my writing, in my own
eyes at least, to be that of a dancer. I want indeed my translation to be a dance – a duet
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with Hayashi’s voice. I want to dance this duet slowly, carefully, and quietly. That is
what I have learned to do in my performance work.
In the process of translation, my intention was to choose words as a
choreographer who understands the potential of the relationship of parts to the whole. I
desire art that allows a part – a moment or a phrase— to shine. For myself as a doer and
viewer, the beauty of a part is the essence of art. The purposefulness of a whole is the
potential meaningfulness of art. Both are equally but differently important. An artist is
better prepared by having artistic or ethical aims, but the knowledge that a part can shine
regardless of the whole offers more potential. In this regard, my choreographer self
serves my dancer self. Though I choreograph using ideas, images, and structure in my
work, I seek the moment when I can forget my choreography and just be a dancer.
Whether I am an audience member or a performer, I am always happiest when I find one
moment where I want to linger (stay there and then a little longer). In tasting the moment,
I can forget aims and purposes and simply be there. The same thing happens to me as a
reader. When I read Hayashi’s work, I often have to put down the book to savor the
aftereffect of a sentence or phrase. These are precious moments that the translator should
honor and serve.
Furthermore, in the process of translation, I wanted to rely on my training in the
art of collaboration. I have collaborated with my dance partner Koma for thirty-five years
of creating and performing. I have also collaborated with other artists in various projects.
I have learned to listen and experiment with other people’s ideas and make them into
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“ours,” a plural creative entity. My attempt was to treat translation as an active
conversation between translator and author, with the understanding that the translator’s
intention is to ultimately surrender to the author’s mind. It is how I have always wanted
to dance, surrendering to the invisible energy of space and time.
Last but not least, I am an immigrant, and my work does not use the vocabulary of
mainstream American modern dance. I am not well versed in American values and
American expressions. Visiting Japan, I also find myself a stranger in my native country.
Therefore Hayashi’s “foreignness”-- being a hibakusha, having grown up in China and
being a female writer-- deeply resonates with me. I respect how her marginality gives her
sharp critical views and desire for an essential, communal mourning. I wanted to
successfully translate the delicate balance of being critical without being vengeful.

3. Sustained Mourning
I am working on a performance work titled Mourning, scheduled to premier in the
fall of 2007. When a press person asked me about the title, I said that I considered
mourning one of the essential components of human survival and a continuous motif in
Eiko & Koma’s works since 9/11. Furthermore I consider it is possible to create art works
in order to sustain mourning, and to share such “sustained mourning” with others, so as
not to forget but not to avenge either. This thought I gained first from working on my
own. For example, as Eiko & Koma, we have created Offering and performed it as free
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admission outdoor works in 40 public places.187 We also created and performed Death
Poem after experiencing a death of a close friend.188 But my thoughts about art-making as
a sharing of “sustained mourning” was further developed from reading Hayashi’s work.
Hayashi, like many other hibakusha or people who experienced grave losses in the
atomic bombings, has sustained mourning since August 9.
In day-to-day conversation, the word mourning brings with it an interesting
uneasiness because it involves seemingly contradictory references. When one is said to
be (in) mourning, one can be breaking down emotionally or just following a convention. I
am interested in the relationship between the emotional and the conventional, and how art
can be created from and function as mourning. The former, the grief of losing the loved
object, is brilliantly analyzed by Sigmund Freud in his “Mourning and Melancholia,” and
the latter, the convention of sorrow when mourning a death, materializes in various
funeral rituals and customs.189 In recent years, I have used the word mourning
in yet another way, or perhaps in a way that synthesizes the two meanings above. This
definition takes into account how art, rituals, and human thoughts are created and
function as “sustained mourning.” Despite the psychoanalytic or customary references
the word mourning carries in academia, I cannot find any other word but mourning to
describe what goes on in my mind when I read a page of atomic bomb literature, when I
hear the victims’ names read in a 9/11 memorial, or when I miss a friend who has died.
187

Eiko & Koma, Offering, (2002).
Eiko & Koma, Death Poem, (2006).
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Sigmund Freud in his “Mourning and Melancholia.” A General Selection from the Works of Sigmund
Freud. 124-140.
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Though I realize there is a logical difference between mourning for someone I
have loved and mourning for victims I have not met, what is common in my mind is that
what I call mourning is both quieter and more sustainable than what Freud describes as
either mourning or melancholia.190 When a close friend or a family member dies, while
one can experience pathological grief, others can create a place and time for mourning.
This mourning is not necessarily a process that should be completed as soon as possible
so that the ego becomes free and uninhibited.191 Nor do I think mourning means a
pathological melancholia in which there is destructive withdrawal and a “fall in selfesteem.”

Photo 1 Eiko in Death Poem.
190

In “Mourning and Melancholia,” Freud wrote that mourning is the reaction to the loss of a loved person
or to the loss of some abstraction. In mourning, a person tests the reality that “the loved object no longer
exists.” Temporarily incapable of adopting any new object of love, for a period of time he/she loses interest
in the outside world. When the work of mourning is completed, the “detachment of the libido from the
object” is accomplished, and the ego becomes “free and uninhibited.” Melancholia is what happens when
the work of mourning is not completed, and the bereaved subject cannot successfully detach the libido from
the object. Instead, the object is interjected in order to prolong a psychic connection with the lost object.
This, Freud describes as a “pathological disposition,” and “painful dejection,” accompanied by “inhibition
of activities” and “fall in self-esteem” (125-127).
191
Ibid. 127.
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For my friend, I miss her existence while still remaining interested in others; in
this missing, she is still dying and my mourning acknowledges the process of her death as
well as the passage of her life.
In mourning, one spends time remembering someone/something and learning
about loss. I want this mourning to continue as a part of my living. This desire, for the
sake of distinction, I would call “sustained mourning.” It is this “sustained mourning” I
wish to honor by translating a work of atomic bomb literature as my thesis. It is with this
“sustained mourning” that I believe Hayashi continues to write. It is this “sustained
mourning” that has also motivated my post-9/11 dance performances.

photo 2. Eiko in Offering
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While Death Poem was a reflection on the personal process of dying, I consider
the creation and presenting of the outdoor work Offering (2002) a way of constructing a
process of an artistic, secular ritual of “sustained mourning” in a public environment.
Performing is also a process of my embodied research; I dance and learn about how
humans mourn and participate in mourning rituals. The following is my finding:
Death is the ancient truth. While no other thing comes so surely and so equally to
everyone as death, one can never experience one’s own death. Rather by the time one
experiences a death one is dead. While being alive, one can only learn about death by
attending the deaths of others. Mourning is attending death, in that we learn that just as
birth is a process, not a point in time, death too is a process. And like decay, mourning
too may occur before as well as after a death is medically determined.
According to Freud’s analysis, the process of mourning tells a mourner that “a
loved object no longer exists,” and this initiates a struggle between the need to withdraw
the libido from its attachment and man’s general unwillingness to abandon a “libidoposition.”192 In my mourning, since it does not imply pathological conditions, I do not
seek an “uninhibited” ego or completion of “detachment.” I consider certain historical or
personal losses/traumas too significant to allow mourners to become free and uninhibited.
In mourning one acknowledges that “a loved object” really existed. This is a quiet protest
against forgetfulness. In “sustained mourning,” as in prayer and as in art, one lives while
giving attention to what one has lost. The awareness of loss brings the awareness of the
192
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lack of the object. This awareness of the lack helps one understand that the reality of the
present is connected to the past through the action of missing. I consider
acknowledgement of our loss an antidote to human aggression and restlessness, which art
can offer.
Mourning rituals give mourners who have had first-person relationships with the
dead an opportunity to grieve. Others, who are further removed, are there to observe and
learn. This observation/learning is an important function of mourning rituals. In gathering
or sending condolences, out of you, I, and he/she, “we” emerges. What connects each
participant to “us” is death. Contemplation brings the dead and the dying closer to us, the
living. Thus I look at mourning rituals as ancient and empathetic practices, from which
contemporary “sustained mourning” and arts that mourn can be developed.
When many people die together, death becomes more visible in a grotesque way.
Massive death and the suffering that goes with each death accumulate and can create a
huge negative space, in which each death is no longer personal. Often annual memorials
are offered as people recognize that it takes “sustained mourning” to regain each death as
a personal process. When intentional violence takes lives, the process of each death
becomes a tormented one. Our common reaction in the face of aggression is accusation.
Without that aggression, those people did not have to die, at least not then or in that way.
The equality of death is broken down. Unfairness is upsetting. Those killed lost not only
their lives but their inherent right to die their own deaths. A mourner is often trapped in
his/her hate and fear that is caused by aggression in which grief can be repressed. As a
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result both victim and mourner are traumatized. By performing Offering I hope that the
ritual of “sustained mourning” can civilize the potent desire that the emotionally or
physically wounded have for revenge. Extending mourning into “sustained mourning”
means taking time to address our emotion and the existence and nonexistence of others.
By taking time I hope to gain the opportunity to learn that every enemy is only another
human being, and that every victim has a potential aggressor within.
It is with this knowledge of man’s capacity to destroy that the people of postatomic bomb Hiroshima and Nagasaki have mourned for 60 years. Thousands of
testimonials, drawings, poems, and novels have been created and published about the

Photo 3. Hiroshima annual Tōrō-nagashi [floating lanterns]. On August 6, lighted paper lanterns are
released in the Ōta River to mourn for the dead.
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bombings. They are works of mourning and remembrance. Artists have produced in
mourning, and viewers have received their works in mourning. Museums and memorials
have been built, and every year thousands of survivors, families of victims, peace
activists, and ordinary visitors gather at annual memorials of Hiroshima (August 6) and
Nagasaki (August 9), which are broadcast nationally. These rituals are “sustained
mourning,” representations of sadness but not retaliation.
Works of atomic bomb literature such as those of Hayashi Kyōko exemplify
“sustained mourning.” Hayashi wants this mourning to continue because, for a survivor
of a historic atrocity, to live is to be with the dead. Those killed are the contemporaries of
those who survived, and their deaths are a part of their present. As a kataribe (chronicler),
Hayashi consciously gives voice to both the dead and the living. Hayashi writes in
“Tornichi,” “I wonder with what I can possibly fill the […] spaces that were once lived
by […] schoolmates in my grade.” She wishes to “embrace the emptied spaces” but finds
that her hand reaches towards nothing.”193 Still reaching out to the “emptied spaces,”
Hayashi resists forgetting. In her body, time does not equal “oblivion.”194

4. Musing on Time
Past, present and future are not only related, but intricately and radically united.
Each includes the other in its body, and lives in the other’s body. Memories and
premonitions are just vessels that travel between past, present and future. While reading
193
194
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atomic bomb literature including Hayashi, as well as political archives regarding the
atomic bombings, I often remembered Leo Bronstein’s musing on time.
Bronstein starts his Fragments of Life, Metaphysics and Art with the following
paragraph:
Maturity is the discovery of childhood’s prophecy. History is the
discovery of prehistory’s prophecy. One may say that it is not so much the
adult’s character that is prefigured in childhood’s behavior as that
childhood’s value and real character await discovery in the adult’s
achievements. …our own childhood is not ours and yours: irreplaceably
individual and by implication universal; autographic and human. Hence
the solemnity in joy and sorrow of children and prophets: what is started is
what belongs to the end. Hence also the melancholy of all achievements:
what is achieved is what is to be started. 195
In the process of understanding the violence that the atomic bombings represent, this
notion of time as a related whole is, I believe, critical. Bronstein follows the above
paragraph with a childhood memory of a day when he suddenly understood the evilness
of anti-Semitism with a depth that was previously unknown to him. That understanding
was of the dark truth of humanity and its destiny of catastrophe. Too horrible? Perhaps.
But if rejected as unbelievable, then ways of understanding when devastation does occur
are shut down.
195
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It was the writing of Nagasaki atomic bomb survivor Hayashi Kyōko in particular
that made me start thinking about the different ways the past can be recognized in people
who are deeply and fundamentally affected by massive violence. That past includes the
human inclination toward destruction and violence and is, therefore, not easy to bear.
But how we understand the past determines how we can understand the present.
The past is both an accumulation and a prerequisite of the present at which we stand and
look into our future that is bound by our past and present. As Faulkner writes, "the past is
never dead, it is not even past." 196
To me, the development and explosion of the atomic bombs exemplify that a
certain time, a certain event and a certain location act as the intersection of a big X. In
such historic events as atomic bombings I can see that everything before goes into that
intersection and everything after spits itself out from that big X, wounded. Many different
achievements in many different fields prior to 1945 made it possible for humans to
produce and use the atomic bombs, and since the explosion, the world has become and
remains a different place.
Looking at our own lives, we see that time is full of the past as it is full of the
present and that time is not necessarily continuous and certainly not always quiet, even or
patient. This present “now” can include the “now” of many people. Time is never alone.
Many people’s “now” includes their minds and bodies that carry not only the traces and
wounds of the past but the past itself. This “now” can also include a premonition about
196
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the future. Individuals whose lives have been violated may not tell their tales, but their
pain is part of the world we live in. If one lucky person feels she is not wounded, she still
breathes the air of this world which is filled with the smell of past wounds.
It was this contemplation of time that most strongly connected my performing
artist-self to the subject of atomic bomb literature and the works of Hayashi. For me,
space on stage is condensed and brushed by time. On stage a work moves to the end, as
planned by a choreographer Eiko, but in which the performer Eiko resists the flow,
wishing to create in and near her body a nuanced pocket of time and space that is illogical.
But even while playing with that illogical present, I am aware that I, along with my
viewers, carry (consciously or unconsciously) what happened before “now” in our
individual bodies and in the body (the tangible reality) of time.
For Hayashi, time is forever ruptured by the atomic bombing, and for her this is
both a personal and a political notion.197 Her childhood in China, her flight on August 9,
1945, her survival since and the many deaths she witnessed all surface in her everyday
life: today, tomorrow, and yesterday. Those past moments and pictures are breathed right
into Hayashi’s body. By recognizing the nonexistence of the dead in the present,
Hayashi’s body is at a cross point, yet also at a confusing distance from August 9.
Through her body, Hayashi’s time represents a spontaneous duality between past and
present.
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I think of Time as a river. Time is immense and alive. Like a river, time suspends,
accumulates, flows, hesitates, gets stuck, frustrates, accelerates, harms and can be
contaminated. Like a river, time is not even. The water downstream is affected by what
has happened upstream. When a river swallows poison, everything from that river comes
out polluted. Time shares this fragility. Like a river, time may heal its wounds and cleanse
its pollutants. Like a river, time is acknowledged for longer than the length of our own
life and perception. A river has been running before I was born and it will continue to run
after I die. This is something I found through my embodied research– creating and
performing River.198 As I performed this work in dozens of actual rivers, I felt that while

Photo 4. Eiko in River
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Since 1995, Koma and I have performed our outdoor work River in actual rivers throughout the U.S.
Audience members sit on the riverbank at twilight and watch us drift with driftwood from upstream. We
dance in midstream and after one hour eventually drift downstream, disappearing, leaving the river alone
with the viewers.
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time might seem like the continuous marching of numerous presents in motion, every
present was singular before it returned to the flow of the river. In this river of time,
memories are lost and memories resurface. Destinies, sea, and death, are all felt but not
seen.
In the chronology of an aging body, time seems to surely flow forward from a past
to a future; a baby will grow to become an adult person who will die. However, looking
from the mind of that person, what looked so far ahead appears, before one knows it,
dangerously near. A moment later, now is already past. Future dreams are realized and
are shattered. Death appears quickly and without warning. What is the relationship
between these two seemingly opposing directions? Or are they not opposing directions
but merely a complex dynamics of time?
This duality and totality of time does not exist evenly or always, thus there is
something uncanny about time which gives birth to its grotesqueness. A mind does not
age in the same way as a body; a mind can halt, remember, and anticipate, sometimes
simultaneously. As the body stores wounds, the mind stores trauma and possesses
premonition, and together they embrace the complex flow of time and its grotesqueness.
At the end of a person’s life in its most natural (destined) form, the river of time
swallows her body, her mind, her life, her memories and her time. But as I stated in the
section discussing “sustained mourning,” traces of her existence still reside in other
people’s minds. The memories of the dead are almost as tangible as the bodies of the
living. That is why mourners resist the flow of time. When we love and when we mourn,
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our river of time merges into a bigger river of humanity, heading simultaneously towards
our primal selves and the end of our lives. As Bronstein said; “what is started is what
belongs to the end” and “what is achieved is what is to be started.”

5. Translation: Intimacy and Distance
Literature, like any other art form, follows and meditates upon human experience
(however absurd and tragic it may be). Although there is always a distance and tension
between writers and readers, I realized that in translating Hayashi’s work I had come as
close as possible to carrying memories of and caring about things I had not experienced.
Translation is an intricate, complicated process. What I translate, I read and taste each
sentence and imagine the original author’s body as the author first wrote that sentence. A
translator senses the ways an author selects certain words or styles and tries to find as
many possible ways to say a similar thing in English, finally choosing one way that she
feels best delivers the author’s body and time intention to English language readers.
Identifying as closely as possible with the author’s emotions and memories constantly
reminds a translator how she is not the author and how each line is not hers. Yet, she
finds it hard to translate unless she is willing to adopt the author’s hesitations and
insistences as her own. Translating literary works requires an intimacy unnecessary for
translating reports, information, speeches, or conversations. Hayashi’s inner knowledge
of life’s absurdity makes her work provocative, uncomfortable, and devoid of
commercial entertainment value. Her works are filled with both emotions and a dry
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humor that recognize irony as one of the main components of life that time and time
again shows its absurd nature. One also finds a sensual intimacy in her work, both with
her living body and the spirits of the dead. I pursued my translation in the same spirit.
There are, however, particular challenges in translating a work that belongs in the
larger field of trauma literature. The atomic bombings are the epitome of ultimate
violence. As such, the subject demands that every translator question his/her own
motivation, methodology, and objectives along with those of the author. Who and where
are the authors and who and where are the translators? If a translator loses sight of these
questions, a work about the atomic bombings might become sentimental or masochistic.
Each scholar, translator, and reader finds it necessary to answer in her own way whether
a person can actually feel another person’s pain; and if pain is translatable and
transferable, what one wants to do with that pain. Can one learn from other people’s
pain? Susan Sontag asks in her book, Regarding the Pain of Others, “What does it mean
to protest suffering as distinct from acknowledging it?”199 Can or would one protest other
people’s pain as she does her own? Can translation be a way to protest people’s pain by
representing it to a wider audience that lives outside of the language in which that pain
was experienced and documented?
Over the years, while reading English translations of literary works dealing with
the atomic bombings, I have found many disturbing translation errors. Whether
intentional or unconscious, these errors have some common characteristics. Whenever a
199
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translation leads the material in a different direction from the original, the translator
almost always veers toward a lighter, more positive description, not delivering or
listening to insurmountable pain. The general attitude of this misconstruing seems to
come from the lack of conscious attention to the above questions, or a neglect of the basic
consideration of how and why one should translate literature that deals with human pain
in historical trauma. Translators veering to the lighter and the more readable may want to
look at the catastrophe of the atomic bombings as something in the past that humans can
and should overcome. The translators seem to be on a mission to tame monsters and
domesticate atrocities by making the unbelievable believable. Or such translations may
be affected by commercial concerns, a conscious or unconscious desire to seduce rather
than horrify readers.
In November 1946, Mary McCarthy criticized John Hersey’s then-sensational
“Hiroshima” for minimizing atomic warfare by “treating it as though it belonged to the
familiar order of catastrophes—fires, flood, earthquakes—which we had always had with
us.”200 In the cases of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, a translator is a distant reader whose
wildest imagination cannot fully grasp the weight of the subject matter or the depth of
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emotion presented. I am often brought back to my original question; can an outsider
translate what “a ruined Hiroshima and Nagasaki speaks?”201
As a translator I do not want to avoid this discomfort, which often reminded me
that I do not want to make the same translation mistakes that I criticized above. I am not
only trying to please my most important audience (myself), but also the work’s author,
Hayashi Kyōko. I feel strongly that a translator has no right to intervene but must honor
the writer’s integrity. For this, I am willing to risk unavoidable awkwardness in English. I
do not want Hayashi’s work to be translated into such smooth English that it can be read
as if an American woman is writing. I want every reader to be constantly reminded that
Hayashi’s body is not only that of a Japanese, but that of a seventy-year-old female
hibakusha.202 It is easier for a Japanese to forget her identity than for a hibakusha to lose
hers; her body will “not be able to forget August 9” in her lifetime. I want my translation
to involve my imagination as a non-hibakusha translator walking with a hibakusha
writer’s body.

When my translation was coming close to an end, I experienced my hardest test,
which was also a learning experience. I discovered something that was not factually
correct in the scene that is the climax of “From Trinity.” In her story Hayashi describes
the test explosion thus:
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The experiment was carried out in the heavy rain. The flash of light boiled
the downpour, with that white froth, ruined the fields, burned the helpless
mountains and shot up to the sky. And then silence. Not given a time to
defend and fight back, the wilderness was forced into silence.203
My research revealed that her description was incorrect. The records and eye-witness
accounts show no rain or storms at the time of the Trinity explosion.204 In the early
morning of July 16, there was lightening and rain that delayed the test scheduled for 4
a.m. This information must have led Hayashi to imagine a “downpour” at the time of the
explosion from which she crafted her powerful prose. In fact, the nuclear device was not
supposed to be exploded under unfavorable conditions because rain and wind were
considered to “increase the danger from radioactive fallout and interfere with observation
of the test.”205 It was 25 minutes after better weather was reported that the countdown
was started and the successful explosion followed at 5:29:45 (Mountain War Time).206
Therefore, Hayashi’s description of the explosion is not historically accurate. Shocked by
my own discovery, I worried that if I told readers there was no rain when the atomic
bomb exploded, that information might spoil her credibility as a writer.
However as the climactic scene of a literary work, not of a non-fiction document,
the flash of light “boiling” the downpour is deeply fitting to this Armageddon-like event.
“White froth” burning the “helpless mountains” and “shot up to the sky” brings truly
203
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deep chills, recreating in the mind the very chaos of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki,207 Hayashi’s imagination was surely fueled by her memory of August 9:
the blackened sky, the violent gust created by the explosion, the commotion and cries, the
black rain that fell after the explosion on burned trees, animals and human skin. The
mayhem that the nuclear explosion caused could have and perhaps should have induced
this turmoil on land. I think the “forced” silence at the end of this paragraph is
reminiscent of many hibakusha’s deaths, those who perished at the moment of the atomic
bomb explosion. They too were “not given a time to defend and fight back,” and, without
even a cry, were forced into silence.208 In evoking this silence, Hayashi shows that
memory makes no mistakes. Hayashi’s memory is hers and she has been sharing it with
us over thirty years. In this silence, readers familiar with her previous works are bound to
remember many senseless but emotion-filled scenes of people being fatally violated on
August 9. I concluded that her imaginative description brings artistic and emotional rigor
to this section and to the entire work and that the power of her work is in the authenticity
of her mind, which is layered with memories. She did not willfully minimize or beautify
a serious event. Rain or not, the explosion was a momentous and monstrous moment in
human history and Hayashi’s writing about this scene is profoundly and appropriately
upsetting, intrinsically linked to her hibakusha experience of August 9. As a translator, I
offer a short footnote about the factual contradiction.
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Later in the process I started to correspond with Hayashi. The same handwriting
with which Hayashi scripted all her works was now talking to me directly and personally.
In her letters I saw her body. She requested to view my dance works on video which I
happily obliged. I received from her a dense note of her impressions which made me feel
that my translation has indeed become a duet.
In her letter talking about my work she reveals her own aesthetic. “To transfer
energy and ego into nothingness, this must be art. … in music or dance …the principle of
art must be how we can feel kinetic sympathy with nature.”209 Here I come back to my
wish list of art and add a sentence. As a dancer I do not desire superb physicality, but I
only wish to present a fragile, silent body that is also landscape. I find that she desires the
same.
The following section in “Trinity” embodies Hayashi’s “kinetic sympathy” with
nature through her hibakusha body; “From the bottom of the ground, from the exposed
red faces of faraway mountains, from the brown wasteland, the waves of silence came
lapping and made me shudder. How hot it must have been—.”210 Is this silence not a
universally poignant nothingness? Or does this silence acknowledge the gravest silence
of destruction: silence and the deaths of those who were at and near the bomb’s
epicenter? I learn from Hayashi’s silence. I want to continue to dance my offering in the
evocative silence Hayashi presents. Move. Movements of body and mind. Emotion.
Being moved. Here and now, open, full of nothingness
209
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