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From Shomei Tomatsu: The Skin of a Nation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004) pp. 25-28
(…) It fell to [Shomei] Tomatsu in 1960 to bring into his scope one of the twentieth century's most hor​rific events, the atomic bombing of Japan, but there was a bit of accident in this. After Eyes of Ten he and five colleagues formed the Vivo agency, and for a short while it was a kind of shop where editors sought out some of the most fertile energy in the camera​work of the new decade. Much time was spent in its office drinking coffee or beer, editing proofs, watching sumo on TV, theorizing about photography and life, and waiting for the phone to ring, and it does not seem that two representatives of Gensuikyo, the Japan Council Against Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs, who appeared in the winter of that year were seeking Tomatsu in particular. He happened to be present to hear their proposi​tion, of a photographic book with text not in Japanese but in English and Russian, and not for distribution in Japan but in the USA and the USSR, its aim being to show people in those countries what the thousands of weapons they were building really did. It came to be called Hiroshima-Nagasaki Document 7967. Ken Domon, the most eminent of the photographers who emerged in the 1930s, was given Hiroshima and produced a series of gruesome close-ups of reconstructive surgery; Tomatsu accepted the junior's assign​ment, Nagasaki's having long been thought the junior catastrophe.
 He had never been there, he says, or thought much about the bombings themselves. 
This ought not to be surprising. Though it had been reported to the nation right after the bombs were dropped that the Americans had a new kind of weapon, few vis​ited Hiroshima or Nagasaki soon enough to see its effects firsthand, and as other places had suffered terribly themselves it was easy to think that things could not have been worse there. The Americans censored all photographs of the A-bombed cities, and 1952 came before the first were published. There was also an inclination to ostracize the sur​viving victims. For many years they received little government aid; their burns and chronic sicknesses were thought shameful and many were hidden away by their fami​lies, while young women made unmarriageable by their scars often killed themselves.
 In 1960 Tomatsu would have been typical in knowing little about them, and Gensuikyo's project was one of many that, in the early decade, aimed to bring new attention to the bomb and its survivors' misery. His first photographs from Nagasaki quickly brought him a modest fame, but they merely launched his involvement with the city; he often returned there after Document, and in 1966 he combined them with later work in 11:02 Nagasaki, which is (with Nippon and Oh! Shinjuku) one of his finest books.
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It is impossible to look directly at what atomic weapons do without recognizing that they are an abomination, and this is, in a vague way, to acquire a political view. It is nonetheless far from polemics, and while Gensuikyo aimed to denounce the amassment of nuclear bombs, little in Tomatsu's photographs from Nagasaki is argumentative. 11.02 Nagasaki's authority comes instead from its careful intimacy not only with several survivors of the horror, but with minute fragments from which a sense of the cataclysmic continued to radiate—the decomposing brocade to which an old rosary and crucifix were attached; a sudden flash of light from the stones of a wet alley; an old army helmet inside which the bomb fused a shard of the skull of the man who wore it (pl. 40). 
Such cleaving to the immediate fact is the opposite of the general declamation of protest. It was part of the bedrock of Tomatsu's instincts as a photographer, which seem to have brought him the understanding that, no matter what he himself experienced during the war, or felt upon seeing them, the bombing was the personal property of its victims.

11:02's point of view was exceptionally subtle. It could not be a dirge, because Nagasaki was being reborn as Tomatsu worked, but beneath the surface there was grief so great that any overt expression of sympathy would be an insult. He made his investi​gations as one does when one is allowed in upon something one has no business seeing; as when the truth is buried, and one can only assemble bits of evidence that will always be insufficient. Furthermore, the Japanese people had worked hard since defeat to forget their fifteen-year war and its horrific denouement, and in most areas of life were having great success. No one claimed that what had happened had not happened—everyone knew it had—but most believed that, in those days, one had been a different person. In Nagasaki, however, up obscure hillside stairways, and in certain bleak hospital wards where atomic survivors were shut up, all was continually remembered. For the great northern cities, the war had ended long before, but here, unannounced, in dim, shabby rooms, people were still dying slowly in the last stragglers' actions. If one went to see them one was exposing a secret—that even now, at the advent of the bright, promising 1960s, pain still flowed as an underground stream, that forgetting could never be com​plete, and that nothing was as bright as it was wished to be.

There were thus two guilts to be felt in Nagasaki, that of the Americans who had burned the city alive, and that of the Japanese who had turned away from it. If my father felt "terrified," as he put it, on his way to the Hiroshima victims' hospital in 1963 to sell American machines for treating bomb-induced cancers, Tomatsu has said that when he was first brought to the survivors he would come to know, his hands shook, it was hard to man​age his camera, and he wanted intensely to leave. He made many of his best pictures in an extraordinarily brief ten days, combining emotional caution with physical nearness, qualities that might have negated each [image: image2.jpg]


other in another photographer's work. The most powerful is one close-up portrait of Tsuyo Kataoka (pl. 36), who had been twenty-four and beautiful on August 9,1945. She had been sought for many men in marriage, she later said, but at 11:02 a.m. the right side of her face happened to be inclined toward the detonating sky and was turned to jelly. When Tomatsu met her, she was thirty-five and her face, thick with scars (she was never to marry), was a mask through the holes in which she looks out, fearful and accus​ing, at all of us who can never know what she knows. It is one of this picture's mysteries that a residue of her beauty survives in her bones, eyes, and deportment. It does not at all diminish her hideousness, yet her hideousness is quite unable to cancel it out. Instead, both persist side by side, ramifying in our minds in a calculation in which past, present, Japan, America, crime, punishment, guilt, victimhood, love, and chance are just some of the variables.
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Tomatsu's most surprising discovery in Nagasaki was not the survivors, however, but various relics that he examined, many at its Atomic Bomb Museum. These ruined objects—eyeglasses, bottles (see pl. 100), cracked watches (pl. 42), an angel from Urakami Cathedral whose face was sheared clean off (pl. 43)—were physical records of the flash and shock. Trivial and worthless, they are even now powerful in a talismanic way, offering us who were not there as direct a link to the explosion as we can ever have. As Tomatsu saw them on exhibit, though, they were not direct enough; he got permission to free them from display cases and curatorial propriety, to set them in contexts of his own design, and he calls what he did with them "theater."

One result was possibly the single strongest image of his career (pl. 45). Against a glaring, sinister background, it shows an object of which many people, seeing it for the first time, say uncomfortably that they don't want to know what it is. The thing [image: image4.jpg]


has two webbed left feet, fused, useless legs, and a glossy, glutted belly, while its arms seem less to have been severed than never to have formed at all. We cannot see its head but we know its face must be even worse. One often feels that it must be an evilly deformed fetus or even a broiled child, but the thing is too strange to be either, nor is the simple truth, when one [image: image5.jpg]


learns it—that it is a beer bottle partly melted by the bomb—any comfort. This nauseous, captivating photograph, one of the essential works on war in any medium, slams closed the gap between real and surreal just as they were closed at innumerable moments in August 1945—as they were, for example, for one nurse who, crossing a bridge, encountered a mother who had been decapitated but was still standing, petrified in midstride, with her baby in her arms. It brings the ghastliness of those days fully into the present, and, as we never fear what has already happened but only what may yet come, it looks forward even more than back. What it shows could be anywhere. It is an icon of the monster in everyone's future.

About four of ten pictures in 11:02 show things with no plain connection to the bombing—cobblestones, children playing, ancient statues, the water in the harbor—but which evoke a city shivering continually with its awful, special knowledge. Where the bombing's marks were not obvious, Tomatsu would summon up the sense of it himself. Figure 8, for example, shows the Mitsubishi works at ground zero, toward which the bombardier of Bock's Car launched "Fat Man." The factory had been rebuilt by 1961, and steaming under the gray sky one day that year nothing about it showed what it meant, so Tomatsu engaged an insentient palm tree to do the job, and although this was only the effect of throwing them out of focus, its jagged scales stand out as sharply as if it somehow recalled the blast, as if its shock had never ebbed.
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He ended 11:02 with two photographs of sailors in the unforgetting streets of Nagasaki and one of the aircraft carrier Enterprise, its flight deck crammed with planes. We would be stupid if we saw no anger here, but where Tomatsu could easily have presented these Americans as devils, he would seem to have had a subtler, darker aim. The book's coda is remarkable for its coolness, which suggests that the fact that the Americans have returned to Nagasaki with a ship primed for nuclear war should not surprise us, that it could not have been otherwise. In these few pictures Tomatsu transcends the pieties of the antibomb movement that sent him to Nagasaki, as well as those bland pleas for inter​national peace and friendship that are still ritually made each August 6 and 9. It seems unlikely that he didn't wish for peace—no decent person could wish otherwise—but he knew that wishing for anything so grand wouldn't bring it to pass. The great specificity of 11:02, the love of its pages for local, sad, haggard facts, instead suggests a more painful truth—that if after such a terrible thing as the bombing the Americans could still moor their ships in Nagasaki and walk freely down lanes off which, in forgotten culs-de-sac, people were still being killed by the bomb, and if these Americans were not demons but ordinary men, shy and rather lost, so far from home (see fig. 9), then the forces that brought the bombing were large and inexorable and might not yet be done with their labors. That no one was strong enough to steer them; that, no matter what we wished, the idea that the bomb could be made never to fall again was belied by the very stones in the road. (…)
pl. 40. Tomatsu, Steel Helmet with Skull Bone Fused by Atomic Bomb, Nagasaki, 1963





pl. 36. Hibakusha Tsuyo Kataoka, Nagasaki, 1961





pl. 42. Tomatsu, Atomic Bomb Damage: Wristwatch Stopped at 11:02, August 9, 1945, Nagasaki, 1961





pl. 43. Statue of an Angel Shattered by the Atomic Bomb at Urakami Cathedral, Nagasaki, 1961





pl. 45. Bottle Melted and Deformed by Atomic Bomb Heat, Radiation, and Fire, Nagasaki, 1961





fig. 8. A Factory near the Atomic Bomb Hypocenter, Nagasaki, 1961





fig. 9. Untitled (Sasebo) from the series Chewing Gum and Chocolate, 1966








� Domon was not only Tomatsu’s senior, he had photographed previously in Hiroshima and published the book Hiroshima in 1958.  On the subordinate status of Nagasaki, see John Whittier Treat, Writing Ground Zero (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995)


� See Kenzaburö Öe, Hiroshima Notes (New York: Grove Press, 1981).





