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What I attempt to do in this essay is to focus on several different images and 
narratives related to nuclear power, radiation, explosion, and nuclear disasters 
in the context of postwar Japan. They include visions inspired by atomic 
bombings in Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, the diffusion of a legend hiding a 
possible atomic bombing, and images representing both the hopes and fears 
about nuclear experiments and construction of nuclear power plants during the 
period of postwar economic growth after the 1950s. And today we find various 
images and narratives related to the Fukushima nuclear crisis caused by the 
earthquake and tsunami in 2011. 

My argument is not so much about nuclear issues but about the domain of imag-
ination and fantasy, which I believe is as important as the real politics. Many 
people in Japan in the 1950s who longed for industrial development were con-
vinced that nuclear power would be okay because it would be used for  
peaceful purposes and because experts assured it was technically safe, although 
they were all still haunted by nightmarish memories of the nuclear attacks  
exerted on the nation only a decade before. Their mind was, in a way, split into 
two totally different perceptions of nuclear power. We can say a kind of psy-
chological “border” was set in people’s mind, a border dividing the “good” 
nuclear energy from the “bad” one. In the realm of imagination, however, this 
border is sometimes transgressed in unexpected ways, and we find such 
transgressions in images in popular culture as well as in works of art.

Earlier Representation of Hiroshima in Art  
and Popular Culture

Images of nuclear power are found in a large number of artworks such as paint-
ings and novels, as well as in works in popular culture such as comics (manga), 
animation, films, and many other forms. Since it is not my intention here to 
list all of them, I would like to mention only a few that represent Hiroshima in 
a strong and direct way, and have more or less determined which dominant 
images and narratives about Hiroshima exist today.

The Hiroshima Panels by Iri and Toshi Maruki is perhaps one of the most well-
known paintings depicting the horrifying consequences of the atomic bombing 
in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The artists had started to work on it in 1950 and 
completed it in 1982, over a period of thirty-two years. They used the Japanese 
painting style called nihonga, and the work has the format of folding panels,  
a traditional form for Japanese painting. The work belongs to the Maruki Gallery 
in Saitama Prefecture, which was established in 1967 to house this piece that,  
at the time, was still in progress.
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sions are so direct and strong that many viewers cannot help but cry. On the 
other hand, we should note that these works have not always been treated in 
the same way as other paintings or manga. They are regarded as something 
special because of their direct relation to the subject, and this has sometimes 
kept general audiences away. What I mean by the expression “nuclear imagi-
nation” is not only related to works such as these but to the much wider range 
of works and cultural images reaching a greater number of people, where 
imagination about nuclear issues sometimes functions in an unconscious way.

“Nuclear Imagination”

One of the reasons I think it is significant to focus on imagination in relation  
to nuclear issues is that it could allow more people to join in the discussion. Dis-
cussing nuclear issues requires quite a lot of technical knowledge. However, 
regardless of how and what we imagine about nuclear energy, many of us feel 
we have something to say about it. I believe this is also a cru-cial part of dis-
cussions about nuclear issues.

In seventeenth-century Europe, scientific thinking originally meant democratic 
thinking—thinking independently from religious authorities. But in the age of 
the industrial revolution, with specialization of scientific knowledge, science 
itself often functions as an authority, and is often used by political leaders to 
coerce people into remaining silent. That is what happened in the period 
when nuclear power plants were first introduced in Japan in 1960s. Those who 
feared nuclear energy by naturally associating it with the atomic catastrophe 
were denounced as outdated and unscientific. Experts against the construction 
of nuclear power plants were labeled radical leftists. Both were regarded as 
obstructing economic growth, which was at the top of the agenda of postwar 
Japan.

This is why I find it very important to focus on collectively shared images  
and narratives. Imagination is the faculty that allows us to integrate fragmented 
perceptions and pieces of knowledge into a single, widely shared symbol,  
image, or figure. Such a figure often shows ambiguity, containing contradictory 

The A-bomb victims depicted in the panels not only include Japanese citizens 
but also Koreans and Americans (who were war prisoners), and the panels 
also represent scenes from the nuclear contamination of the Daigo Fukuryū Maru.1 
Images depicted in the panels give the viewer such strong emotional effects 
that he or she can hardly think quietly, but the main intention of the work  
is not to blame the decision of the United States to drop atomic bombs, but to 
show the truly hellish outcomes caused by nuclear explosions, no matter 
whether they were attacks or accidents. The core message of this work is a 
universal one: the total abolition of nuclear weapons.

We find that the work has the style of Jigoku-e (vision of hell), a traditional 
genre of painting that depics torments in the Jigoku, or hell, the lowest world 
in Buddhist cosmology where sinners are supposed to go after death.2 We  
understand that the unspeakable agony following atomic bombings was repre-
sented as an updated version of a genre in the traditional Buddhist painting 
because it was perhaps the best way to make images be understood by a wider 
public. In so doing, however, it may have weakened its historical aspect. By 
presenting images as a modern Jigoku-e, it may look as though atomic bomb-
ings were a universal punishment on human beings for their sins, instead of 
an atrocity that happened at a particular historical time under particular polit-
ical conditions.

Perhaps a more widely known work describing Hiroshima after the bombing 
is neither a painting nor a novel but a manga.3 It is a comic book titled Hadashi 
no Gen (Barefoot Gen) written by Keiji Nakazawa (1939–2012), who experi-
enced at the age of six the atomic bombing in Hiroshima, which killed his father 
and his brother.

The work can easily be read by readers of all ages because of its manga format, 
and it is regarded as one of the anti-war classics of the genre. At the same 
time, it sometimes stirs up political controversies because of its direct expres-
sions. Recently, there was a case in which the education board in a local city  
of Matsue (Shimane Prefecture) decided to remove these comics from an open-
shelf area in the library of public elementary and junior high schools in the 
city because it was thought the comics contained inappropriate language and 
that the images were too graphic for young pupils. The comics also depicted  
a barbaric mass murder committed by the Japanese army, and the characters 
call the Emperor Shōwa a “murderer” because the war fought under his  
name finally led to the atomic bombings.

The paintings by Iri and in Yoshi Maruki and the story comics by Nakazawa, 
like many other earlier works on the subject of Hiroshima, contain harsh accu-
sations of the cruelty of the atomic bombings. Most of these works are done 
by victims (like Nakazawa) or by first-hand witnesses (like Maruki). Their expres-

1	 This is the name of the Japanese fishing 
boat exposed to fallout from the nuclear 
weapon experiment by the United States 
at Bikini Atoll, in 1954.

2	 In ancient times Jigoku-e was often used 
to teach illiterate people not to commit  
a sin by showing how they would be 
tormented after death.

3	 I should add that manga is a form of 
popular art quite common in Japan, which 
is read by all generations. To some extent 
it can be regarded as equivalent to film  
in Western cultures.
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2  Kyoto as an A-Bomb Target

In the 1990s, when people in the United States were allowed access to secret  
information about the Pacific War, it became clear that Kyoto was one of the  
primary targets of the atomic bombing. I was really shocked when I first saw  
the planned center of explosion on a map, because it was only three kilometers 
from my mother’s house. Yoshida argues there were several reasons for 
choosing Kyoto. From a geographic point of view, Kyoto is a basin surrounded 
by hills. That means the attack would be more effective because the radio
active air produced by an A-bomb would stay longer. It would be psychologically 
effective, too, as the city is the old imperial capital of Japan and was thought 
by many as a symbol of Japanese culture. Finally, there lived a number of  
intellectuals who could scientifically estimate the overwhelming power of the 
bomb and persuade the government to surrender.

This is the true reason for fewer air raids in Kyoto. Just like Kyoto, the city of  
Hiroshima also had fewer air raids before the atomic bombing. We now know 
from the documents that the US war office ordered not to attack A-bomb  
target cities with normal bombing because it would make it hard to measure 
the exact destruction caused by the atomic bomb itself. This is how Kyoto 
was saved.

Why, then, did they finally choose Hiroshima and Nagasaki instead of Kyoto? 
The reason is related to one of the reasons why they originally picked Kyoto as 
a target. Destruction of Kyoto would be too effective, especially in a psycho-
logical sense. It would be too devastating for the Japanese nation if the United 
States annihilated the cultural symbol of Japan. The United States feared that  
by dropping an A-bomb on Kyoto the Japanese would keep a strong anti-American 
feeling after the end of the war for a long time and could become politically 
closer to the Soviet Union.

It is important to know that the legend of saving Kyoto has survived even after 
the facts about Kyoto as an A-bomb target were revealed. It is confined in the 
historical imagination of the general people. The legend is still heard and people 
seem to like thinking that Japanese culture is worth being saved by Americans, 
even in the time of war. When I recently discussed this topic in a college class, 
some students told me they heard the story from parents or teachers and 
they themselves had believed it until they took my class. As for me, after I knew 
the truth, I started feeling as if I lived in a parallel world, while in another 
world Kyoto was destroyed in a moment in the summer of 1945, and my mother 

feelings in it such as hope and fear, attraction and disgust, or inclusion and 
alienation. It is also amazing to see how people invent and spread alternative 
stories and legends as a sort of psychological defense to avoid facing a nuclear 
menace, which can be considered as the other side of nuclear imagination.

A-Bomb on Kyoto

1  Legend of Protection

Kyoto is one of the most popular historical cities in Japan where you find a  
lot of old temples, Shinto shrines, and other historical buildings. One of the rea-
sons that the city has been preserved with all these cultural heritages, most  
of which are built of wood, is the fact that there were fewer air raids by the US 
forces in the last months of the Pacific War (1945–52). The city did experience 
some air raids but they were on a much smaller scale compared to those  
in other major cities, such as Tokyo, Osaka, and Nagoya. In spite of its vulner-
ability, Kyoto somehow survived the furious attacks from shell bombs that  
destroyed most of the big Japanese cities.

It is hard to believe Kyoto was just lucky. There is a popular explanation why the 
city was not attacked in the same way as Tokyo or Osaka. I am from Kyoto  
and as a child I heard the story told by many adults, including my family, school 
teachers, people on TV, and so on. The story says that the United States re-
frained from attacking Kyoto because of its historical importance. They valued 
culture in Kyoto and wanted to keep it, even in time of war. I believed this story 
that was told by my elders very seriously and very often. Some told the story in 
a cynical way, saying that though it was culture, not people, that America  
intended to save; we survived anyway because of their decision. This story 
planted a feeling of gratitude toward the United States for having exempted the 
city from destruction. To give a little more detail, the story tells of a particular 
American scholar, Dr. Langdon Warner, who proposed that people working  
in the headquarters of the US army not to bomb Kyoto. We actually find monu-
ments honoring Warner for this in several places in Japan. 

According to the historian Morio Yoshida, however, there had existed rumors 
even before the end of the war that America would not attack Kyoto and other 
historical cities because of their cultural importance.4 It is surprising to know 
that Japanese people somehow believed in the kindness of their enemy they 
were supposed to hate and who saw them as “brutal savages.” It was shortly  
after the war when the story about Warner started being publicly mentioned 
in major newspapers, and it came to be known to many people in Japan. In 
my childhood, in the 1960s, it seemed to be one of the standard popular stories 
about Kyoto.

4	 Morio Yoshida, Kyoto ni Genbakuwo Tsuka 
seyo: Warner Densetsu no Shinjitsu [Drop 
the atomic bomb on Kyoto: The truth of 

“Warner legend”] (Tokyo: Kadokawa 
Publishers, 1995).
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Princess Mononoke,7 there is a gigantic “forest spirit,” or Daidarabotchi. It is 
misleading to call it simply “a demon” because the spirit is neither good nor bad 
in nature. Rather, it is supposed to be an apparition of the pure power of  
nature, which has existed long before humans and is beyond the judgment of 
good or evil, as decided upon by humans.
 
So we can look at Godzilla from two different aspects: on one hand, it is a 
monster symbolizing the nuclear age, representing the dark, uncontrollable side 
of modern technology. On the other hand, however, Godzilla was an updated 
god of the ancient animistic world. As the result of this ambivalence, the image 
of nuclear technology was somehow neutralized, naturalized, and depoliti-
cized. The monster came from the people’s unconscious, from those who wel-
comed the peaceful use of nuclear power for national industry, while being 
obsessed by a curse of the ghosts of those who died in war, especially those 
killed by nuclear explosions. In the mid-1950s, the government urged the nation 
to forget about the political controversy about the “Nichbei Ampo Joyaku  
(US-Japan security treaty)”8 and to concentrate on business and industry.

A lot of Godzilla films have been produced since then. As the monster has be
come more popular, first among Japanese audiences and later (since the  
Hollywood version in 1998) worldwide, it seems to have lost its ambivalent char
acter. In a Godzilla series produced in Japan, the vision of the monster seems 
to have lost its direct association with nuclear technology and has become 
simplified as a kind of guardian of Japan (or of Earth) against invaders from the 
outside (or from outer space). In a 1998 American version, Godzilla was inter
preted as a typical Hollywood monster, a threat to a human being who will 
end up conquering it. I won’t discuss them in detail, but maybe it is worth men-
tioning briefly the latest Godzilla film made in Japan, which is titled Shin 
Godzilla.9 This film is still very new and the evaluation of it is not yet settled. 
But here I only pay attention to one point: What does this latest incarnation of 
the monster represent?

In the last scene of the film, Godzilla is frozen solid after a coagulating agent is 
injected into its mouth (the research team in the film found out that Godzilla’s 
blood works as a cooling system, and they theorized that through the use of  
a coagulating agent, they could trigger a reaction and cause it to freeze). It is a 

was killed at the age of fifteen and I was not born. That’s sad, but I believe  
this imagined situation is more suitable and even more encouraging when living 
and thinking in the nuclear age, than believing in a heartwarming legend.

Mutation and Ambivalence

1  Godzilla

In the world of popular science-fiction films, we often see nuclear imagination 
in the form of a monster. Unlike such monsters depicted in Hollywood movies, 
those produced through in Japanese films have characteristically had ambiva-
lent meanings. The idea of mutation and enlargement caused by nuclear  
radiation fascinated the audience, with its mixed feelings of horror and empow-
erment. Gigantic monsters that have mutated by radiation are both victims  
of and menaces against civilization, gods and devils, or saviors and destroyers. 
Godzilla is one of the most popular monsters of this kind created in postwar 
Japan. It is impossible to think about this favorite monster of mine without 
thinking about nuclear experiments and the fear of radiation.

The first Godzilla appeared in a 1954 film.5 In the film, however, the monster was 
not affected by nuclear radiation itself but was an ancient sea creature awak-
ened by an underwater hydrogen explosion experiment, in a similar way as its 
predecessor in film, the monster in the 1953 American sci-fi movie The Beast 
from 20,000 Fathoms. But the film Godzilla was advertised as an “unexpected 
child of the nuclear age” to attract an audience who associated the appear-
ance of the monster with the fate of human beings, who have reached the stage 
of civilization that is affected by nuclear technology. It is clear that people  
associated the image of Godzilla with nuclear energy itself. In the early 1950s, 
nuclear power plants existed in the US and USSR, yet people in Japan knew 
about nuclear power mainly from images of the explosions that happened in 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and from experimental explosions done by the United 
States, the USSR, and United Kingdom.6

But the reference to nuclear technology was not the only thing we find in 
Godzilla. At the same time, the monster was accepted as a latest version of the 
traditional gigantic Yokai, or demon, in the indigenous, animistic understanding 
of nature. In Japanese mythology and folklore, we find a gigantic supernatural 
being called Daidarabotchi, which was imagined to be as big as a mountain. 
Legend says that what people think is a mountain range is actually the body of 
a sleeping Daidarabotchi. It is believed that it wakes up in the night and starts 
wandering around while people are asleep. I don’t have space here to give  
further details on this myth but I will look at one recent example to see how 
this type of imagination is still alive in people’s minds. In the animated film 

5	 Godzilla, directed by Ishiro Honda, 
produced by Toho, 1954. 

6	 The first nuclear power plant in Japan was 
built in 1966. For those who saw the film 
Godzilla from 1954, nuclear power meant 
the power of explosions only.

7	 Princess Mononoke, directed by Hayao 
Miyazaki, produced by Studio Ghibli, 1997.

8	 This refers both to security treaty between 
Japan and the United States enacted in 
1952 and Treaty of Mutual Cooperation 
and Security between Japan and the 
United States in 1960.

9	 Shin Godzilla (Godzilla Resurgence), 
directed by Hideaki Anno, produced by 
Toho, 2016.
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Nuclear Imagination Today

Finally, I will briefly mention two artistic projects that have recently attempted 
to respond to the Fukushima crisis, which occurred in 2011.

1  Presence of the Past: Hiroshima by Miyako Ishiuchi

Miyako Ishiuchi is not an artist who started with the subject of Hiroshima or 
nuclear issues. Her earliest works are photographs taken of ruined buildings in 
the city of Yokosuka, a city where a US navy base has been located. Through 
her youth, she was strongly attracted to the crumbling walls and rusted doors 
of restaurants, amusement centers, and brothels that soldiers used to visit 
during the period of occupation after the Pacific War. As a small girl, the artist 
was forbidden and afraid to visit that area. When she got a little older, she  
decided to go there, which was by then partly deserted, with a camera. But she 
says she did not intend to photograph the past but the present—the way 
those places look like now, with all their memories. She has maintained this 
attitude all through her photographic works since then.

The same intention led Ishiuchi to photograph scars on human bodies. She 
feels scars are “beautiful” even though they are normally supposed to be kept 
secret. By photographing scars without showing faces and any personal  
identities, and showing them as photographic images in books and shows, she 
liberates scars from individual bodies and makes them into something shared  
by viewers. By showing them publicly, scars start to belong to the universe, 
instead of a particular person, she says. Since I was deeply impressed by  
Ishiuchi’s approach to photography, I invited her to participate in an interview, 
which was published in the first issue of the critical journal Diatxt, which I  
edited in Kyoto.11 At that time Ishiuchi had started photographing articles left by 
her mother who had just passed away. Again, it is not any past or memories  
of her late mother, but the presence of such intimate belongings, such as lip-
sticks or lingerie. With this work she was nominated to represent Japan at  
the Venice Biennale in 2006.

The subject of Hiroshima came to the artist in quite an unexpected way. When 
she started working on Hiroshima around 2007, Ishiuchi told me she had  
never been interested in the subject of Hiroshima and that she had actually never 
been to the city. I can understand how she felt. Hiroshima is of course a name 
known all over the world as a place where an unimaginable misery caused  
by nuclear bombing occurred. The image of Genbaku Domu (Atomic Bomb 

surprising ending for a long-term Godzilla fan like myself to find it defeated in 
such an unusual way, considering the monster remained intact with missile 
attacks from the US Air Force. The reason is clear. What this Godzilla repre-
sents is actually Fukushima Daiichi, the damaged nuclear power plant we still 
cannot control, or know what’s going on inside it even today. In spite  
of this fact, the Japanese government, leading politicians, and the media have 
propagated an image of it as if the plant is already under control. Many of  
us have been made to believe that Fukushima is okay now. The message of the 
film is: No, it’s not okay! The film seems to camouflage the topic of Fukushima 
crisis by using the image of Godzilla: it talks about Fukushima without men-
tioning it; if the nuclear crisis was mentioned directly in the title and theme of 
the film, it would not attract as many moviegoers in Japan. With this film, we 
can at least say that Godzilla is once again associated with the nuclear crisis.

2  An Innocent “Atom”: Astro Boy by Osamu Tezuka

Another hero representing nuclear energy in Japanese pop culture is Astro Boy, 
the comics and animation series by Osamu Tezuka. Astro Boy is in many ways 
the opposite of Godzilla, especially in their relationship to nuclear energy. 
Godzilla is a monster whose internal mechanism is unclear. We don’t know, for 
example, why the monster is able to emit a radioactive ray from its mouth.  
We don’t know its intention, or whether it has any intention at all. On the other 
hand, Astro Boy is a robot created by a human scientist. 

Though he looks like a young, innocent boy, he has an enormous power gener-
ated by a super-small-sized nuclear reactor embedded inside his body. Since 
he is a robot, all of the mechanisms are logical, and his electronic brain gener-
ates consciousness and emotion that makes the Astro Boy a friend of human 
beings.10 Astro Boy is good-natured, has a strong sense of justice, and is ready 
to fight against evil humans and robots, though it destroys evil robots but 
never kills humans, perhaps under “Three Laws of Robotics,” by Issac Asimov.

Astro Boy was created in the 1960s when people hoped for economic growth 
based partly on nuclear power. He represents the positive and promising  
side of nuclear technology. I should add that the English title, Astro Boy, is 
not a direct translation of its original Japanese title: Tetsuwan Atom (Iron arm 
atom). With the original name, the association to nuclear technology is very 
obvious. A lot of combats fought between a super hero and a monster in sci-fi 
cartoons or animations in the 1960s and ’70s in Japan were those between 
the “good” and “bad” nuclear powers, as both are empowered—either driven 
by or mutated by—nuclear energy.

10	 Unlike in the Christian countries, robots 
with consciousness and emotion mean no 
threat in Japanese culture. 

11	 Miyako Ishiuchi, “SCARS: Visualizing 
‘Time,’” interview by Hiroshi Yoshioka, 
Diatxt 1, Kyoto Art Center (2000): 10–27.
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“cool Japan,” which is used to promote Japanese pop culture. Takamine showed 
several different aspects of Fukushima crisis in the exhibition.

There he developed a series of video works titled Japan Syndrome. The title 
reminds us of “China syndrome,” a phrase that describes serious nuclear melt-
downs.15 Takamine’s video does not directly refer to the nuclear disaster itself, 
but to how people talk about it in their everyday situations. This performance/ 
video was created in a quite interesting way. First, the artist recorded inter-
views he made with people in towns in various parts in Japan, asking questions 
about nuclear radiation from Fukushima. For example, in one interview he 
asked a shopkeeper where a certain fish came from. When the shopkeeper 
answered that it was from Chiba, Takamine asked, “I wonder if it is safe because 
Chiba is close to Fukushima.” Then the shopkeeper answered: “It is perfectly 
safe. It passed the inspection, of course!” The artist made a transcription from 
such conversations and let professional actors to reenact the scenes onstage.

Watching Takamine’s Japan Syndrome, the layers of feelings people have about 
the influence of radiation on their life is noticeable. Apart from the direct  
victims of Fukushima who were forced to evacuate, the majority of people in 
Japan find it hard to judge how serious this invisible menace is to their own life. 
Some make an ominous prediction that it will be the end of the country,  
while others say it will be perfectly alright as we have already experienced much 
more serious exposure to radiation because of nuclear testing and have sur-
vived. Japan Syndrome is not simply a documentary of people’s voices about 
the nuclear issue; because it is interpreted and played by actors, we can  
see more clearly how people suppress their fear by saying, “It’s okay, it’s safe”— 
without evidence that this is true. It seems the shopkeeper says what he does 
in order to sell his fish by assuring customers. But from the uneasy tone in  
the actor’s voice as he plays the shopkeeper, we see how the shopkeeper is try-
ing to reassure himself with his own words.

Another distinguished insight I find in this work is that Takamine combines the 
nuclear issue with a question about the Japanese nation—about the way  
people understand their own country. Hence the title Japan Syndrome, I guess. 
The nuclear imagination I find in this work by Takamine implies an association 
between nuclear issues and Japanese society. The work seems to say that it 

Dome, which is the common name for Hiroshima Peace Memorial) has been so 
widely published and stays in the imagination of many.

At the same time, we can point out that the name and images of Hiroshima have 
been used and interpreted in a particularly fixed way, more or less. It is with-
out a doubt that Hiroshima is important for antinuclear politics, but we can also 
say that the name Hiroshima itself confines our imagination. That’s why Ishiuchi 
had never been interested in the city as a photographer. But once she was  
invited to Hiroshima and looked at the Atomic Bomb Dome, she found it  
so small and beautiful,12 something totally different from what she had seen in 
media before. She thought she should do something about Hiroshima and 
she started photographing the clothes of atomic-bomb victims. 

The intention of these photographs is to show the beauty of these clothes, not 
the misery caused by the atomic bomb. I honestly was surprised to see these 
images for the first time, because I had never imagined that girls in Hiroshima, 
at eight o’clock in the morning on August 6, 1945, wore such colorful blouses 
and dresses. In most stories, TV dramas, and films focusing on Hiroshima,  
the victims are described as wearing shabby wartime uniforms. Looking at 
Ishiuchi’s Hiroshima,13 the viewer suddenly knows his or her stereotypical per-
ception about the past was wrong, by understanding that even in the last  
period of the Pacific War, girls in Hiroshima liked to dress themselves up as 
much as they could. This understanding brings Hiroshima back to the present 
time. I highly appreciate Hiroshima as a work expanding our nuclear imagi
nation, because the work shows these clothes don’t belong to the past but are 
present and in front of us.

2 � Nuclear Crisis and the Japanese Mind: Japan Syndrome  
by Tadasu Takamine 

Tadasu Takamine is an artist who combines social and political questions with 
his own private or intimate subjects in a unique way. In Lover from Korea,14 
Takamine decided to live in a cave that is one of the old mines in the northern 
part of Kyoto. The mine had been used to mine manganese, and especially 
during the time of the Pacific War a lot of Korean workers were forced to work 
hard labor there. Takamine mixed his view of the relation between Korea  
and Japan as two countries with his personal relation to his Korean girlfriend, 
and presents the history of nations superimposed with his straightforward 
individual feeling about Korea.

After the Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami and the Fukushima disaster, Taka-
mine had a solo show at Mito Art Tower in Ibaraki, the area also affected by the 
disaster. The show was titled “Tadasu Takamine’s Cool Japan.” There he com-
bined images of people’s fear of the nuclear crises with a controversial phrase  

12	 She said she had found it kawaii (cute) in a 
dialogue with me. See “Photograph and 
the Difficulties to Talk About It,” Semiotopos 
5 (2008).  

13	 Miyako Ishiuchi, Hiroshima (Tokyo: 
Shueisha, 2008).

14	 Exhibited at Kyoto Biennale 2003, an art 
festival based at Kyoto Art Center, 
directed by Hiroshi Yoshioka in 2003.

15	 It is also the title of 1979 American film, 
which coincidentally predicted Three Mile 
Island nuclear accident in Pennsylvania 
that occurred twelve days after the film 
was released.
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16	 This association between the nuclear 
problem and national mentality reminds 
us of the conclusion of the final 
investigation report written by Kiyoshi 
Kurokawa, the chair of the Investigation 
Committee on the Accident at the 

Fukushima Nuclear Power Stations of 
Tokyo Electric Power Company. The report 
published in 2012 is available at: https://
www.nirs.org/wp-content/uploads 
/fukushima/naiic_report.pdf

was the character of Japanese society that has allowed for the construction  
of so many nuclear power plants on areas with high danger of earthquakes and 
tsunamis. Especially during the age of “Japan’s economic miracle”(in the  
late 1950s and the and ’60s), the whole nation was encouraged to believe in  
the bright future opened up by nuclear power, and most people thought they 
would be ostracized if they objected to that collective hope.16

It is not even seven years since Fukushima. But many people in the country are 
made to feel as if the crisis has already passed, and that it was a problem  
only for the direct victims. Most people seem to lose sight of the fact that the 
whole country, at least for several months after the Fukushima disaster, were 
also concerned about the effects of the nuclear disaster all over Japan. In  
art and pop culture, however, we still observe the activity and development of 
nuclear imagination, which can widely be shared and discussed by those  
living inside and outside the country.
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