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64 Hiroshima: The Autobiography of Barefoot Gen

blood in my body stopped flowing; the hair on my head stood on end, and 
I trembled. Susumu had been burned alive, pinned by the entryway’s thick 
beams and crying, “Mommy! Ouch! Ouch!” and as that thought came to 
me, I put myself in his place—“How hot it must have been”—and the 
hair on my whole body stood on end. And I remembered my last sight of 
Susumu, as I left the entryway to go to school. He was sitting on the step.



 

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 

Figure: I Saw It and Yōsuke Yamahata’s Atomized Nagasaki 

 

 

 

 



 

Figure: Ore wa mita and I Saw It 

 

 

Figure : I Saw It (above) and Ore wa mita (above right) 

 



 

Figure: Hadashi no Gen: Jiden [Hiroshima: The Autobiography of Barefoot Gen], 1987 

 

 

Figure: I Saw It, Barefoot Gen (vol. 2), and The Autobiography 

 



 

 

Figure: Ore wa mita (left) and I Saw It 
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Avisuality of  Atomic Violence: 

A Study of  Keiji Nakazawa’s

 I Saw It (1972)

Madhurima Nargis

There were no bones left in my mother’s ashes, as 
there normally are after a cremation. Radioactive ce-

sium from the bomb had eaten away all her bones 
to the point that they disintegrated. The bomb had 
deprived me of  my mother’s bones.
—Keiji Nakazawa
The lack of  detailed visual evidence of  the bomb’s 
effects reinforced this initial positive response. US 

occupation authorities censored reports from the 

city and suppressed the more horrifying films and 
photographs of  corpses and maimed survivors. 

Americans initially saw only images of  the awesome 

mushroom cloud.

—Paul Boyer

 I’m going to show their faces to the bastards who 
started the war . . . and the bastards who dropped the 
bomb . . . I’m going to make this my final master-
piece! Dammit all! Dammit all!
—Keiji Nakazawa
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What does it mean to be human?  

The ghastly horrors of  the nuclear blasts and their un-

acceptable effects on human beings in Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki question the human cost of  atomic weapons. 

Unfortunately, the 1945 massacre of  Japanese people 

remains one of  the most brutal scars perpetually etched 
in human history. It was equally challenging to archive 

in any medium after most of  the living witnesses disin-

tegrated with the dropping of  the a-bombs. Peace was 
restored at the cost of  dismantled human bodies. Keiji’s 
Nakazawa’s firsthand witness, a 48-page graphic memoir 
I Saw It (1972), responds to the mechanical objectivity 
of  photographs in the twenty-first century. It is also one 
of  the first spectacles of  a graphic reaction against the 
injustice faced by a Japanese artist-writer to speak about 
the unspeakable through his comic book. This paper in-

tends to discuss the relevance of  hand-drawn imprints 

to represent violence in an era of  technologically ad-

vanced photographic accuracy. This paper aims to bring 
forth the politics of  hibakusha, silencing the survivors 
from sharing their side of  the story on the cataclysmic 

event of  1945. The research paper will also discuss the 

possibilities and scopes of  the medium of  comics as a 
counter-discourse resisting the invisible culture of  hid-

ing the truth of  Japan beneath the infamous mushroom 
cloud. Finally, the paper also wishes to address the motif  
behind a defamiliarized representation of  the banality 
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of  violence through the beautifully colored panels of  
the text.

Violence Etched on the Human Body

The dropping of  the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki was a sudden action taken by the US govern-

ment. During the 1940s and 1950s, the culture of  pho-

tography gradually formed toward becoming one of  the 
most trustworthy mediums of  delivering real news to 

the people against the backdrop of  World War II.  With-

out satellite facilities or advanced cameras, archiving the 

atomic blasts solely depended on first-hand experiences 
and witnesses. There was a famous photograph taken 

from above right after dropping the bomb. Still, there 
was no evidence of  what happened beneath it as the 
atomic explosion destroyed everything.

Akira Mizuta Lippit, in her book Atomic Light (2005), 

talks about the need for a new mode of  inscriptions to 
record the aftermath of  the blasts in Japan. The blasts 
left their brutal mark by almost entirely destroying a na-

tion. The graphic projection of  such a horrific incident 
was carried by every living human being through various 
marks. The atomic bomb was printed on their body like 
a graphic design. Lippit writes, “Atomic irradiation can 

be seen as having created a type of  violent photography 
directly onto the surfaces of  the human body” (Lippit 
2005, 92).
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The atomic blasts took the lives of  more than 250000 
people (about half  the population of  Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki). In the following years, the impact of  the 

radiation kept haunting the survivors with cancer, leu-

kemia, and perpetual disability as its side effects. The 
International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons 
(ICAN), one of  the leading non-governmental organi-

zations in one of  their archives, “Hiroshima and Naga-

saki Bombings” describes, “The uranium bomb detonat-
ed over Hiroshima on 6 August 1945 had an explosive 
yield equal to 15,000 tonnes of  TNT. It razed and burnt 
around 70 per cent of  all buildings and caused an esti-
mated 140,000 deaths by the end of  1945, along with 
increased rates of  cancer and chronic disease among the 

survivors” (ICAN, web page). They also have given a 
detail how of  a “slightly larger plutonium bomb explod-

ed over Nagasaki three days later levelled 6.7 sq km.  of  

the city and killed 74,000 people by the end of  1945. 
Ground temperatures reached 4,000°C and radioactive 

rain poured down” (ibid).

Within a few seconds, Hiroshima and Nagasaki faced 
the terror of  being entirely wiped out from the world 
map as everything turned pitch black. The horror was 
unimaginable and unseen ever before. Lippit calls this 
“avisuality,” “a visuality without images, an unimaginable 
visuality, and images without visuality” (Lippit 2005, 

109). There cannot be any “authentic photography” of  
the atomic war because “the bombings themselves were 
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a form of  total photography, testing the very visibility 
of  the visual” (ibid). This avisuality, both as a concept 
and a construct, dragged on even after years of  peo-

ple returning to normalcy. The survivors still are living 

embodiments of  the terrors forcibly imposed on them. 
Keiji Nakazawa’s nonfictional autobiography I Saw It 

acts as a “counterinscription” to give materiality to “avi-

suality” that Lippit discussed in her book. These books 
function as a resistance towards the avisuality caused by 
the atomic bomb.

Writer’s Responsibility

Yōtarō Konaka in her essay “Japanese Atomic-Bomb 
Literature” (1988) while discussing the emergence of  

atomic-bomb literature writes that the Holocaust was 
an infamous event where Jews were victimized. But in 
case of  the dropping of  the bombs, Japan was taught 
a lesson for starting the war. It was more of  an attempt 

to end the war by punishing the Japanese people. The 
people of  Japan were not victims, they were the ones 

initiating World War II. Therefore, it was the right de-

cision to punish them for their deeds by experimenting 
the nuclear bombs on their people. Konaka pens down, 
“the two bombs that were dropped in August of  1945 
not only ended the world war but also sounded a tragic 
alarm for mankind, ringing in the nuclear age” (Konaka 

1988, 424). She also mentioned why it was so import-

ant to talk about the atomic blast to the world. While 
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reading Naruhiko Itō’s first-hand witness in Shikabane 

no machi/City of  Corpses) (1948) where the author shares 

her experiences, the challenges she faced while writing 

the book. The book shares an interesting anecdote as 
Konaka also writes,

And corpses were lying all over, left and right, and in 

the middle of  the road. Some were lying face upward 

and others face down, all of  them had been headed 
toward the hospital. With their bulging eyes, swollen 
and battered lips, and bloated limbs, they were like 
hideous big rubber dolls. Weeping copiously, I re-

corded the image of  those people on my heart. (ibid)

Itō records what she sees. It was a difficult task to write 
about people who have lost their forms but are some-

how still alive like deadly huge plastic dolls. They were 

running towards the hospital without having any idea 

whether such a place existed anymore or not. This event 

was extremely difficult to write what Itō witnessed, 
the shedding of  human fleshes while they frantically 
marched towards getting medical attention. The question 

that naturally occurs to the mind of  the reader is: How 
can someone write about such things? Why was it nec-

essary to pass down such horror to the next generation? 

Itō answers “Having seen these things, I must write 

about them at some time. It is a writer’s responsi-

bility” (ibid). The writer must have the responsibility of  
explaining what he/she has witnessed to pass it on to the 
future generation. More importantly, to remember how 
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the people of  Nagasaki and Hiroshima were left to die.

Similar to Naruhiko Itō, Nakazawa Keiji, used the back 
of  the then movie posters to draw cartoons. Amidst 

poverty, malnutrition, losing close ones, Keiji nour-

ished his passion for drawing what he has seen as it is 

always the author’s responsibility to write about the hor-
ror that people of  Japan faced during the blasts. Keiji’s 
descriptions of  people after the blast are also like Itō. 
Also, there is one more writer, Masuji Ibuse whose novel 
Koroi ame/Black Rain (1989) is in a way an inspiration for 

Nakazawa to continue his “Black” series consisting of: 
“The Black River Flows,” “Beyond Black Silence,” “A 
Flock of  Black Pigeons,” and “Black Flies.” The “black” 
series presented presents the truth of  the violent attacks 

in Japan.

Hibakusha, Censorship and the Politics of  Silencing

In an interview, Asai Montofumi, the President of  Hi-
roshima Peace Institute, asked Nakazawa about the dis-
crimination he faced and how his experience when he 

was forced to live a painful life for eternity. In his book 
Hiroshima: Autobiography of  Barefoot Gen (2010), Nakaza-

wa responded that he had vehemently faced discrimi-

nation mainly because he was not allowed to discuss it.  
The atomic bomb survivors could not talk about their 
victimization openly. He also mentioned how people 
committed suicide while facing discrimination daily. Na-
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kazawa also explained how people used to get agitated 
even if  he was sad for other reasons and told him open-

ly, “Don’t put on your bomb-victim face!” (Nakazawa, 
2010, 275). Nakazawa feels that people looked down 
upon the victims of  the atomic bomb in a threatening 
manner. People were not even ready to hear what the 

people of  Japan had to say to them. Only after the World 
Convention to remove nuclear weapons in 1955 did the 

victims come out and start sharing their stories. How-

ever, Nakazawa still received questions like, “Did such 
things really happen?” (177). These remarks highlight 

people's indifference toward knowing the truth of  Japan.

ICAN, in one of  their archives, titled, “The Hibakusha’s 
Decades Long Journey to Ban Nuclear Weapons,” pain-

fully writes about Hiroshima that people are not ready to 
face, “Grotesquely wounded people, they were bleeding, 
burnt, blackened and swollen. Parts of  their bodies were 
missing. Flesh and skin hung from their bones. Some 
with their eyeballs hanging in their hands. Some with 
their bellies burst open, their intestines hanging out. The 
foul stench of  burnt human flesh filled the air” (ICAN, 
web page). This incident took place within 1.8 kilome-

ters of  the epicenter in Hiroshima. 

This discrimination is known as hibakusha or the bomb 
affected people, or the survivors of  the a-bomb in Ja-

pan. Hibakusha are the survivors who didn’t die instan-

taneously but carried forward the post-traumatic stress 
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disorder for years and eventually died of  either cancer or 

leukemia. Elaine Natalie and Katie Yoon in their article, 
“Hibakusha: The Human Cost of  Nuclear Weapons” 
(2021), discusses the negative sides of  the coinage of  

the term. They write, “Fears of  transmitting genetic ill-
nesses further heightened the stigma associated with the 

hibakusha and their families, especially amid a leukemia 
wave during the aftermath of  the bombings. Hibakusha 
were forcibly displaced and settled in “atomic slums” 
(genbaku suramu), experiencing years of  deprivation 
and isolation” (Natalie and Yoon, 2021, web page). The 
last generation worked ceaselessly as advocates for the 

abolition of  nuclear bomb and peace. Sadly, Japan did 
not sign the UN Treaty on the Prohibition of  Nuclear 
Events, which came into force on January 22, 2021.

In her book Disaster Drawn: Visual Witness, Comics, and 

Documentary Form (2016), Hillary Chute discusses that 
there was a censorship imposed in Japan by the U.S. 
government not to share the aftermath of  the blasts. 
Christian Hong in her essay, “Flashforward Democra-

cy: American Exceptionalism and the Atomic Bomb in 
Barefoot Gen” (2009) writes, “If  not with unconcern then 

with a spirit of  triumph, the US public, shielded in the 
early post-war years from graphic images of  human ruin, 

hailed the atomic decimation of  Japan” (Hong 2009, 
126). The American response to the discrimination and 

the loss shows their apathy towards this small country 

whose life did matter less to their cause of  posing as a 
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superior country in front of  others. Quite surprisingly, 

it was put into effect by both the countries as the peo-

ple of  Japan too wanted to hide their tales of  suffer-

ing as well as exposure to the atomic blasts. Therefore, 
the picture of  the famous mushroom cloud after the 

blasts was symptomatic of  the form of  abstraction to 
promote the prowess of  the United States government 

and their policies regarding the Cold War.  Hong writes, 
how against “this image’s inadequacy as a representative 
the document, there have been countervailing attempts 
to privilege narration from a different deictic position, 

the “here” of  the explosion versus the “there,” so as to 

present the neglected human dimension of  the atomic 

bombings (ibid). Unlike Joe Sacco’s Palestine (1993) and 

Art Spigelman’s Maus, Nakazawa’s story did not spread 
worldwide because the world policies and politics pre-

vented the nation to raise its voice and point out their 

suffering to the world outside.

Perhaps for this reason as Chute discusses, there was a 

culture of  silence being practiced by both the USA and 
Japan. Nakazawa had to go through a series of  rejections 
before his graphic memoir got published in book form. 
He also had to publish them in erotic magazines to avoid 
censorship. His first graphic depiction of  the atomic 
blast is “Pelted by Black Rain” (1988) which was pub-

lished first in Manga Punch, a famous magazine for young-

sters. This graphic account was a fictional one. Similar to 
the underground comix culture Nakazawa embraced the 
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subculture of  manga in Japan to make his stories heard 
in front of  the readers. Chute writes, “An angry, hard-

boiled genre story about a young bomb victim, “Pelted 
by Black Rain” was completed in 1966 and rejected by 
major commercial publishers for years until Manga Punch 

took it on despite the editor’s expressed fears that both 
he and Nakazawa would be arrested by the CIA” (Chute 
2016, 116). The book went through a series of  rejec-

tions for its content. Being a victim of  hibakusha for 
so long a desperate survivor such as Nakazawa went for 
the “third-rate,” the “lowbrow” magazines to express his 
views on the atomic bomb because “even if  it wasn’t 

one of  the major magazines, wouldn’t it do if  it just 

got read?” (Chute 2016, 177; emaphasis author's). Fi-
nally, the publisher of  the pornographic magazine Man-

ga Punch took the risk and published his story.

Materializing Mother’s Bones: An Obituary

This book is not merely the artist’s responsibility for 
what he has seen but also an obituary where the artist 
wants to pay his mother’s debts. The book's foundation 
lies in Nakazawa’s determination to recreate his mother’s 
bones that the bomb deprived him of. Chute discusses 
that Nakazawa needed to write this book as a tribute 
to his mother. Her decimation of  bones was a turning 
point in the life of  Nakazawa as he was not left with 
anything to hold on to. As a cartoonist, more impor-

tantly, an artist-writer, he wished to recreate his mother’s 
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bones that were deprived by the bomb. By drawing her 
on the page as Chute writes “creating work about wit-
nessing the atomic bomb that preserves, archives, and 
makes material his experience in the face of  the war that 

decimated the very materiality of  his mother (Chute 

2016, 125). Throughout the book, Nakazawa explains 
the importance of  her mother in his life. He believes he 
would have been a criminal if  his mom was not there as 
a support system that helped him pursue his study and 

love for cartoons. It was shocking when his mother died, 

and he came to Japan to collect her ashes. His life was 
finally taking a good turn when his mother died. Na-

kazawa remembers that he could not get anything back 
from his mother’s corpses at the crematorium. He has 
seen his father’s bones and his siblings’ skeletons, but 
his mother’s bones completely disintegrated. He writes, 
“I couldn’t find even her skull. Thinking this couldn’t be 
so, I rummaged for all I was worth. There were only oc-

casional white fragments” (176). This incident played a 

crucial role in his life because he channeled his anger and 
frustration into writing a book about the atomic bomb. 
The deprivation of  his mother’s bones propelled him to 
confront the nuclear bomb even more.

However, Chute asks as important question, “What does 
it mean to materialize history? What does it mean to 
mark out of  a desire to render history concrete?” (Chute 

2016, 26). There is an analysis that might be fitting to 
these questions, as sometimes drawing can be trans-
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formed into something else, something bigger in the ar-
ticulation of  history. As William Kentridge writes in his 
essay “Double Lines,” “I have come to think of  drawing 
as a form of  projection. So it isn’t really a matter of  
making drawings of  things in preparation for something 

else, but of  making drawing literally into other things” (ibid). 
As Chute describes “Drawing is not just mimetic: it is its 
own artifact, substance, thing, phenomenology” (Chute 
2016, 27). Drawing history from memories is an act of  
building something where you are not provided with any 
material to work on. Materializing “history through the 
work of  marks on the page creates it as space and sub-

stance, gives it a corporeality, a physical shape—like a 

suit, perhaps, for an absent body, or to make evident 
the kind of  space-time many bodies move in and move 
through; to make, in other words, the twisting lines of  
history legible through form” (ibid). In Nakazawa’s case, 
after his mother’s death, he decided finally to use manga 
as a weapon and a medium to relive his past and recreate 

them on the pages. However, like the Freudian concept 
of  the fort-da game in Nakazawa’s narrative, there is a 
constant struggle between presence and absence in the 
process of  re-creating because the blast not only left its 
impact on the places but also on people’s memories.

Enola Gay

Nakazawa’s, I Saw It visually depicts pika/flash when the 
child narrator first sighted the bomb, Enola Gay. The 
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sudden blow of  the a-bomb causes spine-chilling dark-

ness. As has been shown, the child narrator was shield-

ed by the collision of  a wall meant to kill him. While 
gradually regaining consciousness, the child narrator was 

overwhelmed by a pitch-dark silhouette painting the fate 
of  the awe-stricken nation. The child, however, died of  

malnutrition and a radioactive environment around the 

nation. The blow of  the a-bomb killed the woman the 
child narrator spoke to a few moments ago. Due to the 
high-pitched explosion, Nakazawa’s mother gave birth 
to a daughter out of  shock.  Chute writes, “the panels of  

the bombing and its immediate aftermath unfold unhur-
riedly, cataloguing carefully, graphically, the effects of  

the bomb as the child observes them, each page a fresh 
encounter with bodies ruined in extra- ordinary ways” 
(Chute 2016, 124). The gross images and the brutality 
of  the event with people’s melted bodies are too diffi-

cult to watch. The grotesque images result from what 

Nakazawa has witnessed with his own eyes. The reality 
of  such an event being expressed in a medium such as 
manga is challenging. Nakazawa also emphasizes the im-

portance of  form and farming in his narratives. As an 

artist-writer, he creates tension between the verbal and 
visual modalities. The readers are constantly agitated by 
the violence they expect to encounter in this book.

The Shadow of  Photography

Paul Virilio in his book War and Cinema: The Logistics of  

Perception (1989) discusses that the nuclear bomb was a 
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light weapon that captured the face of  trauma and left 

its print. Virilio writes, “If  photography, according to 

its inventor Nicéphore Niépce, was simply a method of  

engraving with light” where “bodies inscribed their trac-

es by virtue of  their own luminosity, nuclear weapons 
inherited both the darkroom of  Niépce and Daguerre 
and the military searchlight” (Virilio 1989, 8). There is a 

connection between nuclear warfare and photography. 
As mentioned earlier, Lippit in her book Atomic Light 

(2005) writes that there are many forms of  documen-

taries on comics but only a few could “have pointed 
out that the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Naga-

saki were light-weapons that prefigured the enhanced-ra-

diation neutron bomb, the directed-beam laser weapons, 
and the charged-particle guns” (Lippit 2005, 92). Lippit 

writes, “a negative photography is possible in the atomic 
arena, a skiagraphy, a shadow photography. The shadow 

of  photography” (Lippit 2005, 95). Hiroshima and Na-

gasaki both the places became shadows of  photography.

Hillary Chute attaches her valuable comments that Na-

kazawa’s book was a counter-inscription to the cam-

era culture of  documenting.  Chute writes, “its comics 

form signifies the bodily in the act of  making marks 
against the techne of  bodies marked and vaporized by 
the bomb’s light. To the removed, clinical, superlative-

ly high-technology mode of  inscription” (Chute 2016, 

36). Chute has always been vocal about using comics as 
a counter-hegemony to the hegemonic world literature 

that denies comics its worth and treats comics as propa-
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ganda. This shadow and light dichotomy forced Nakaza-

wa to think of  it as an option, an opportunity to witness 

and document. But Nakazawa relied on his memory and 
retraced everything, places, faces, or events. Material-

izing history from scraps thereby is a difficult job that 
Nakazawa this with passion because he had to make the 
trauma faced by his mother and the people of  Japan visi-
ble to audiences worldwide. As Chute puts it Nakazawa’s 
“desire is to make absent appear” (Chute 2016, 27). His 
comics and hand-drawn images are “counter burning,” 
forcing his readers to engage, live and relive the realities 

of  the blasts with him.

Thomas LaMarre in his essay, “Manga Bomb: Between 
the Lines of  Barefoot Gen” (2010), writes about Na-

kazawa’s unique style of  writing this graphic narrative, 
as he writes, “its use of  a conventional manga style to 

depict an event that is often deemed to be unrepresent-
able in its violence and trauma” (LaMarre 2010, 262). 
Nakazawa’s fictional encounter of  the a-bomb in Bare-

foot Gen “invites us to address not only the experience 

of  survivors of  Hiroshima but also to consider what 
manga expression brings to our understanding of  the 
atomic bomb, war, and trauma” (ibid). The difference 
between I Saw It and Gen is everything is amplified in 
the latter and there is a sense of  plasticity prevalent in 

Gen. LaMarre comments “Barefoot Gen works through 

the dynamics of  the “plastic line”, which contributes to 
its articulation of  a politics in which vitality and resil-
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ience do not appear to reside outside historical violence 

but seem to emerge with it” (ibid). To this Chute add-

ed, “The mark in Nakazawa’s work is both itself  etched 
and longing to be etched, then—to burn inside a reader’s 
brain” (Chute 138).

Banality of  Violence

It is almost next to impossible to talk about the survivors 
without mentioning the bomb. Lisa Yoneyama in her es-
say “On Testimonial Practices” (1999) writes, “identity 
of  a hibakusha as a one-dimensional speaking subject 
was constituted by prioritizing the speaker’s ontological 
relationship to the bomb over his or her numerous oth-

er social relationships and positions” (Yoneyama 1999, 
85). As if  they lacked a life of  their own. In Hiroshima 
Traces, Yoneyama further discusses, “One does not au-

tomatically become a witness (shogensha) or a storyteller 

(kataribe) simply by telling personal memories to public 
audiences. Such self-definition is accompanied by an at-
tempt to critically intervene in given cultural and social 

contexts,” also, “the survivors assigned themselves the 

responsibility of  conveying their personal memories of  
Hiroshima’s atomic obliteration to the general public, 
they did so out of  a sense of  urgency and with a great 

deal of  self-awareness about the act of  telling the past. 
In the process, many of  these storytellers have come to 

question the given discursive arrangements that have 

structured first-person accounts of  the atomic disaster” 
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(86). They reveal what they have faced out of  self-aware-

ness, a sense of  duty to the nation and to become a part 
of  the act of  witnessing and, documenting their stories. 

Yoneyama writes, “the conventional narratives of  Hiro-

shima and Nagasaki have often established the survivors 
as speaking subjects, while at the same time subjecting 
them to the regimes of  truth production in national 

and legal-bureaucratic procedures, in medical and psy-

chiatric investigations, and in the then-powerful opposi-

tional discursive paradigm of  the peace and antinuclear 

movement” (ibid). Yoneyama questions the politics of  
naming terms such as hibakusha, witness, story-teller, 
survivor and is trying to understand the contexts and 

purposes behind using them because “the awareness of  
becoming a witness/storyteller was necessarily linked to 
the decolonization of  the language with which to speak 
of  oneself ” (ibid).

Yoneyama is sometimes scared that by making every-

thing available to people, the actual pain somewhere be-

comes the prey of  sensational news in today’s media. She 
discusses how the survivors were divided. Some related 

to the media exposure to share their stories with the rest 

of  the world, while others shied away. She writes,

Yet some survivors have despised those who would 
thus expose their experiences, believing that the mass 
media’s sensationalized treatment of  the survivors’ 
stories trivializes even the experience of  nuclear dev-
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astation by turning them into commodities. Such 
critics see publicly representing memories of  the 
bomb as betraying the past moment of  deaths and 
suffering that they alone have witnessed. (87-88)

Thereby, there is a reluctance to disclose what they have 
witnessed. The survivors’ reluctance to speak is often 
regarded as authentication of  the experience. Yoneya-

ma mentions, “Children of  survivors frequently claim 

that their parents completely suppressed stories of  the 

bomb. A newspaper corporation worker, for instance, 
remembered that his father, whose entire family—in-

cluding his first wife and all their children—was killed 
by the bomb, never uttered a word about the experience 
during his lifetime” (88). However, contrary to this re-

luctance and fear of  being unable to express what he had 
seen, Nakazawa excels in documenting pain and trau-

ma through this multimodal media. He was conscious 
of  not making his work one-dimensional, as Yoneyama 
mentioned. That is why in the book, the sequence of  
atomic blasts appears only after page 249. The book 
presents trauma and suffering but is never dominated by 
the nuclear explosion alone. For example, as it has been 
already raised as an issue, I Saw It and Gen series have a 

tendency of  assimilating violence with banality. As Hil-
lary Chute simplifies it,

Their works are driven by such traumatic events, 
these events are not isolated; their works also bear 
witness through words and images to the everyday—
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to the ordinary and to the scenes of  enunciation 

that produce the acts of  witness. These are works in 

which the objects of  witness operate on scales both 
large and small. Motivated by crisis, they bear wit-
ness to lived experience that is often shaped by crisis 
but is not necessarily fully dictated by it. Nakazawa’s 
work, for example, is highly attuned to the rhythms 

of  daily family life both before and after the bomb. 
(Chute 2016, 29)

Thereby, these works function in many ways, the writ-
er himself  being a witness, as is Nakazawa, the writer 
penning down someone else’s testimony, Spiegelman 
and Joe Sacco, and the writers participating in the act of  

witnessing, all of  them did this.

Questioning the Medium and its Approaches

Interestingly, the characters are hauntingly pretty in a 

traumatic memoir such as Nakazawa’s. Art Spiegelman, 
while discussing Nakazawa’s oeuvre, wrote in the intro-

ductory section of  the First Volume of  Barefoot Gen: 
A Cartoon Story of  Hiroshima (2004), “Gen haunts 
me. . . . Gen burned its way into my heated brain with 
all the intensity of  a fever-dream” (Nakazawa 2004, 2). 
The event is gruesome but all the characters even after 
the blast appear beautiful with big eyes and pretty fac-

es. The physiognomy of  characters has been looked on 
with a negative angle by Spiegelman, as he writes, the 
characters often “leans to the cloyingly cute, with special 
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emphasis on Disney-like oversized Caucasian eyes and 
generally neotenic faces. Nakazawa is hardly the worst 
offender, though his cartoon style derives from that tra-

dition. His craftmanship is somewhat graceless, even 
homely, and without much nuance, but it gets the job 
done” (Nakazawa 2004, 2-3). Following the tradition of  
Robert Crumb’s tradition of  telling the truth in a sim-

pler style, Spiegelman concludes his introductory note 

by saying, “The drawing’s greatest virtue is straightfor-
ward, blunt sincerity. Its conviction and honesty allow 
you to believe in the unbelievable and impossible things 
that indeed happen in Hiroshima. It is the inexorable art 
of  the witness” (3).

Marjane Satrapi’s memoir Persepolis (2004) represents 

a child’s perception of  the 1979 Islamic Revolution in 
Iran through a minimalist approach.  In Comics Journal 

Tim O’Neil criticized Marjane Satrapi’s approach in 
Persepolis. He argues, “Marjane Satrapi is not a very 
good cartoonist—I think I should say that up front so 

there’s no confusion on the matter” (O’Neil 2004, 37). 
In her book Graphic Women: Life Narrative & Contemporary 

Comics (2010), Hillary Chute defends Satrapi by saying, 
“Proficiency in realistic drawing is not necessarily the 
goal of  any given narrative. Rather, graphic narrative is 

about the discursive presentation of  time as space on 
the page” (Chute 2010, 146). Satrapi herself  informs her 

interviewer David Hajdu, “Cartoonists shouldn’t have to 
be good. . . . The technical quality is not what matters” 
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(Hajdu 2004, 34-35). Therefore, the cartoons do not 
matter, but the audience must scrutinize and understand 
the story and narrative they bring along.

New Seeing: Defamiliarization

The question that needs to be raised is why and how 
comics offer a new way of  seeing. How does comics 
present history in a defamiliarized way? How does the 
act of  insisting on an event’s authenticity and its defamil-
iarized representation go hand in hand? Julie Rivkin and 
Michael Ryan in their book Literary theory: an anthology 

(2004), writes,

literature would be considered not as a window on 
the world but as something with a palpability of  its 
own which arrests the eye and merits study. The ma-

nipulation of  representational devices may create a 

semblance of  reality and allow one to have the im-

pression of  gazing through glass, but it is the devices 
alone that produce that impression, and they alone 

are what makes literature literary. (Rivkin and Ryan 

2004, 3)

They both call this a new way of  seeing that makes litera-

ture literary. Art Spiegelman in Maus provides a new way 

of  seeing by applying the anthropomorphic approach. 
Joe Sacco captures the quotidian life of  the middle east 

suffering and destruction with his unique ability to ren-

der past, present and various testimonies on the same 
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page same panel. It is a struggle to read Sacco’s tags and 
understand his footnotes and humor simultaneously.

Interestingly, with Nakazawa, the approach is entirely 
different. His seeing brutality is gruesome when com-

pared with others. He has witnessed people’s peeled 
skins, pus, wounds, and corpses like never before. He 
presents a new way of  seeing injuries that would force 

the reader to be hooked on the pages and not shy away 
from or ignore such violence. Hillary Chute’s explanato-

ry commentary would be highly essential as she writes,

The first has to do with visual witnessing, the way 
that comics can offer an absorptive intimacy with 
their narratives while defamiliarizing received images 
of  history. I Saw It and “Maus” are both narratives of  
terror that devolve on images of  terror: the zombie-

like, decomposing citizens of  Hiroshima that Naka-

zawa witnessed firsthand; and the corpses, both pic-

tured and implied, that people the Spiegelman son’s 
visual reconstruction of  his father’s death-camp tes-
timony. We might think of  approaching World War 
II, after the broad silence that surrounded the war 
in America and in Japan, as mandating afresh Shk-

lovsky’s “new seeing” of  reality. Comics picks up 
steam in the early 1970s as this new seeing. (Chute 

2016, 142)

She also writes, “Motivated by the urgencies of  re-seeing 
or re-visioning the war, comics sought to defamiliarize 
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received images of  history, and also to communicate, to 

circulate in realms of  the popular” (ibid).  WWII came 
up with violence in abundance, and people witnessed 
trauma like never before. Such trauma is so extreme 
that people are numbed by it. Expressing them in words 
or drawing photos reminded them of  the trauma they 

wanted to forget and get on with what they had. Howev-

er, victims and survivors like Nakazawa felt the urge to 
make the world accustomed to the culture of  expressing 

what they had seen and faced. Nakazawa, like his con-

temporaries, made violence banal, a perpetually lived re-

ality for the rest of  his life, and a new way of  seeing and 

reliving those memories by making the invisible visible 
to the eyes of  the people, by making his mother’s bones 
recreated on the pages.

Using this medium, an artist-writer can recreate lost bod-

ies inside the drawn lines of  comics. The characters are 

resurrected on the page through various marks.  Chute 

writes, “The corporeality of  the work comes to stand in 

for the missing corporeality of  the dead parent, eviscer-

ated by war” (142). Both Anja Spiegelman and Kimie 
Nakazawa survived the war. However, it eventually killed 
them. Spiegelman’s mother committed suicide in 1968, 
while Nakazawa’s mother died of  leukemia in 1966. 
Therefore, “the Holocaust is motivation for Spiegelman 
to reconstruct Holocaust testimony” and for Nakazawa, 
“the decimation of  his mother’s body from atomic radi-
ation—its complete deconstitution—is also the reason 
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he decides to embark on a career of  testimonial visibil-
ity” (142-3).

To conclude, the research paper aims to highlight the 

role of  comics and the discursive potential of  choosing 

a memoir as its subject. Chute’s commentary is concur-
rent with the theme as she writes, “The spatial features 

of  comics, such as its activation of  the space between 
word and image and its erection of  literal drawn frames 

alongside its breaking and violation of  them, presents a 
grammar that can inscribe trauma not just thematical-
ly” but also visibly through words and images (Chute 
2016, 34-35). Thereby, the spatial features of  comics 
helps the artist-writer build his narrative and materialize 
his memory. Interestingly, every aspect associated with 

comics helps the writer and reader understand differ-

ent approaches and decode hidden meanings from the 

format. Nakazawa’s use of  strokes, colors, pages, even 
smudgy page numbering, framing, dismembered panels, 
mushroom thought balloons, and this entire grammar 
structure of  comics help the artist-writer build a narra-

tive opportunity for the readers to understand the repre-

sentation of  violence throughout the text.
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I Saw It!
The Photographic Witness of Barefoot Gen

Laura Wexler

The drawing, instead of marking the site of a departure,  
began to mark the site of an arrival.
—John Berger, “Drawn to That Moment”

Introduction

If trauma, by definition, is repressed experience and therefore constitutive 
but difficult to document, by how much does the difficulty of documenta-
tion increase when government censorship ferociously bars access to that 
experience? If the infamous gap between living and knowing that marks the 
site of any subject’s own traumatic narrative is also legally enforced, how 
much wider does that fissure grow? And if the experience itself is literally 
without comparison, how can it be possible to represent it meaningfully 
within a documentary form?

Few have faced more obstacles to recognizing and expressing their own 
accounts of trauma than the survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the hi-
bakusha,1 whose direct experience of the horror of nuclear bombing re-
mains unique in the history of the world. Censorship, denial, and incom-
prehension have all characterized their existence and remain potent into 
the second and third generations of survivors in the Japanese population in 
general. Any traumatic narrative must deal with blank spots and the miss-
ing pieces of memory where what was undergone could not be processed. 
And yet, the struggle of the hibakusha to survive, to witness, and to warn has 
shaped new expressive forms in film, photography, and the literary arts.2

This essay concerns one of those new forms, what critics have called the 
“atom bomb manga” that came into being in postwar Japan in 1966 with 
the publication of Kuroi Ame ni Utarete (Pelted by Black Rain, 1968), about 
a group of young Japanese adults involved in the black market after the 
war. The author of these books, Keiji Nakazawa (1939–2012), a successful 
Tokyo-based cartoonist, was a child survivor of the 1945 atomic bombing 
in Hiroshima. Nakazawa did not begin his career by addressing this event. 
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But by the end of his career the preponderance of his fifty-nine published 
works would consider either wholly or partially the causes and effects of the 
atomic bombing. Chief among them are a short autobiographical manga, 
Ore wa Mita (1972), which was published in English as I Saw It: The Atomic 
Bombing of Hiroshima: A Survivor’s True Story by EduComics in 1982, and a 
magisterial ten-volume series, Hadashi no Gen, or Barefoot Gen, published 
in Japanese between 1972 and 1985 and translated into English between 1978 
and 2009. Because of his focus on the self-described effects of the atom 
bomb on survivors as evidence, Nakazawa is widely considered an innova-
tor in documentary comics, which historian Hillary Chute explicates as fol-
lows: “The essential form of comics—its collection of frames—is relevant 
to its inclination to document. Documentary (as an adjective and a noun) 
is about the presentation of evidence. In its succession of replete frames, 
comics calls attention to itself, specifically, as evidence. Comics makes a 
reader access the unfolding of evidence in the movement of its basic gram-
mar, by aggregating and accumulating frames of information.”3

In what follows, I will argue that the authority of Nakazawa’s atom bomb 
manga rests not only on his use of personal experience as evidence, as he 
often claimed, but also on his destabilizing of the disciplinary regime that 
regulates the mechanical eyewitness image, that is to say, his upending of 
the truth claims of documentary photography itself. I have called this tactic 
“transmedial revision.” The term does not simply mean to redraw photo-
graphs but something more fundamental: to recombine media forms in a 
way that exposes the photograph’s claim to witness as too narrowly self-
reflexive. By incorporating drawings of military photographs into his first-
person survivor accounts, Nakazawa sets his own experience against the 
photographic record. He deploys his own eyewitness in confrontation with 
post-bomb photography and thereby challenges the adequacy of the ac-
cepted documentary representation of the depicted events.

This essay focuses on a small selection of Nakazawa’s transmedial draw-
ings of the explosion and of the Aioi Bridge in I Saw It and Barefoot Gen, 
comparing his drawings with the photographic record. Comparisons that 
warrant further study throughout his work on the atom bomb include 
but are not limited to Nakazawa’s drawings of the scenes at first aid shel-
ters photographed in the days immediately following the blasts “by Japa-
nese investigators or news agencies” such as Professor Nishima, a famous 
physicist, and by the Bunka-sha Agency of medical activities at Hiroshima 
prior to the arrival of the Atomic Bomb Casualty Commission, among 
others; his reconceptions of the bodies of victims, who also figure in medi-
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cal researcher Averill Liebow’s photographs of the wounded taken between 
Liebow’s arrival in the city with the Joint Commission for the Investiga-
tion of the Effects of the Atomic Bomb in Japan on 13 October 1945 and de-
parture on 23 November; and his wholesale revisions of images of public 
transportation or schools or huts uniformly pictured as nearly uninhabited 
by the United States Strategic Bomb Survey (USSBS). Primary evidence of 
Nakazawa’s long-standing interest in the aerial view is found in the form of 
these drawings themselves and perhaps also in the large aerial photographic 
view pinned to the wall of his studio and visible in the film Barefoot Gen’s 
Hiroshima. Additional archives of “A-bomb–related materials used in cre-
ating his works” are contained in the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum.4

Nakazawa’s artistic excursions into these materials helped to establish 
photographic exposure as a new platform for the graphic display of buried 
knowing. By this I mean not exposure in the photograph but exposure of 
the photograph. Nakazawa’s brilliant re-rendering of the aerial documen-
tary photography file of the USSBS and on-the-ground documentation 
in other official photographic records expanded the register of hibakusha 
testimony. In Nakazawa’s hands, the state control that spun and censored 
knowledge also created the opening for a dialectical image that both high-
lights and deconstructs official viewpoints. That comics could work with 
photographs in this way gave the hibakusha story a new power of resistance 
against its long-enforced prior silencing. Nakazawa showed how counter-
currents and buried precedents can be made available for a post–World 
War II documentary history alongside of or in opposition to the mantle of 
mechanical instrumentalism such photography had assumed within mid-
twentieth-century military goals. The written history of post-1945 docu-
mentary photography, by and large an archive of victors, awaits further de-
velopment in this vein.

Atom Bomb Manga

Nakazawa’s work in Ore wa Mita has been very important to the creation of 
documentary comics as a genre, if not always recognized by robust sales to 
the general public. Chute argues, in Disaster Drawn: Visual Witness, Comics, 
and Documentary Form, that through his work “we can understand the re-
turn to drawing to tell, the reemergence and creative expansion in our con-
temporary world of the power of the hand-drawn image, against the back-
drop of [the] . . . saturation of mechanical objectivity and the discourses of 
technological power that shaped the atomic age.”5 In “Globalizing Comic 
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Books from Below: How Manga Came to America,” comics artist Leonard 
Rifas assigns the importance of Nakazawa’s work to the use of his own lived 
experience, as well as that of others, to “help increase understanding about 
issues, but [to] do it in such a way that preserves the drama of real life so 
that you can see how these facts get generated.” Rifas believes such “public 
interest comics” can be “a tool for raising social awareness.”6 Rifas was the 
only American publisher of Nakazawa’s I Saw It in four-color comic book 
format, and in 1976 Rifas published two volumes of The Barefoot Gen series 
as Gen of Hiroshima as well. Though the series was cancelled after those 
two volumes, Rifas’s efforts received strong endorsements from a long list 
of socially conscious cartoonists, including R. Crumb, Harvey Kurtzman, 
Will Eisner, Trina Robbins, Sharon Rudahl, Art Spiegelman, Larry Go-
nick, Spain Rodriguez, Justin Green, Guy Colwell, Joyce Farmer, Melinda 
Gebbie, and Kim Deitch. Nakazawa, in Japan, worked in isolation from 
this group, but the underground comix movement lent support, through 
Rifas’s connections, for his work to be published in the United States. Rifas 
writes, “Thanks to the underground comix movement, I had a way of dis-
tributing Nakazawa’s violent manga without worrying about the Code.”7 
The Comics Code was instituted in the United States in 1954 and in one 
form or another continued into the early 2000s. It required mainstream 
distributors to display a seal that, among other things, guaranteed that the 
publication did not contain “scenes of excessive violence” or “lurid, un-
savory, gruesome illustrations.”8 Underground comix successfully evaded 
such controls. Rifas also published I Saw It in the United States after the 
point when the self-censorship of violence demanded by the Comics Code 
was breaking down, extending its reach.

Virtually simultaneously, a small group of volunteers called “Project 
Gen” began to publish volumes of the longer Hadashi no Gen in English 
book format. Maus author Spiegelman helped support their English edi-
tion of Barefoot Gen by writing an introduction in which he described 
Nakazawa’s powerful effect upon his own work. “Gen haunts me. . . . The 
first time I read it was in the late 1970s, shortly after I’d begun working on 
Maus, my own extended comic-book chronicle of the twentieth century’s 
other central cataclysm. . . . Gen deals with the trauma of the atom bomb 
without flinching. There are no irradiated Godzillas or super-mutants, only 
tragic realities.”9

Initially, some expressed (and still do express) doubts that the comics 
genre, be it in a printed book or classic comics format, could be robust 
enough for material of this weight and complexity. Others were open to 
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the possibility. In 1983, when Rifas wrote to ask him for an endorsement, 
Noam Chomsky politely declined but replied that “maybe that is the way to 
reach people. I don’t know. Your general point, in your letter, I very much 
agree with. It is necessary, somehow, to find ways to reach an audience that 
isn’t attuned to elaborate analysis and documentation. . . . I am glad to see 
that you are working on it.” Frederic Wertham, author of the controversial 
Seduction of the Innocent (1954), was not convinced. “I think of course that 
anything that goes against atomic war deserves attention. But I have doubts 
whether the comic-book brutality in the first part of the book is effective 
as an antiviolence message,” he responded to an inquiry by Rifas.10 But by 
now it is clear that an entire generation of artists, empowered by the suc-
cessful interventions of the underground comix movement and influenced 
both directly and indirectly by Nakazawa’s example, has doubled down 
on the project of researching and representing humankind’s disasters in 
comics form. These artists not only see no contradiction between pains-
taking research and its presentation in comics but also consider comics 
an advantage for their documentary work. Particularly respected among 
those who have followed this practice is Joe Sacco, who drew comics to 
record daily life in the wake of genocidal violence in Goražde and Palestine. 
Spiegelman, another tireless researcher, believes that comics are especially 
powerful testimonial documents because “the small scale of the images and 
the directness of the medium that has something in common with hand-
writing allow comics a kind of intimacy that also makes them surprisingly 
well suited to autobiography.”11 He concludes that “the vividness of Bare-
foot Gen emanates from something intrinsic to the comics medium itself 
and from the events Nakazawa lived through and depicted.”12 As Chute 
has argued in Disaster Drawn, autobiographical historical comics are now 
broadly accepted “as nonfiction—as a form of documentary—as a form of 
witnessing.”13

Such comics have also come to occupy a prestigious place in the pro-
duction of critique. Histories of manga, including Manga by Paul Gravett, 
Comics, Comix and Graphic Novels by Roger Sabin, and Manga, Manga 
by Frederik Schodt, give Nakazawa’s intimate images a prominent role in 
countering the grand narratives of the twentieth century.14 Through his 
multiple depictions of hibakusha trauma, Nakazawa demonstrated that 
graphic storytelling, rather than diminishing and distorting reality, could 
approach the lived experience of the survivors of Hiroshima more closely 
from a popular, working-class point of view than did official documen-
tary photographs, which usually did not arise from such a social position. 
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In Documentary Graphic Novels and Social Realism, Jeff Adams considers 
documentary comics like Nakazawa’s to be a radical form of popular resis-
tance to aesthetic regimes such as documentary. They are “intelligible to the 
broad masses, adopting and enriching their forms of expression, assuming 
their standpoint, confirming and correcting it.”15 Adams argues that such 
comics are actually a form of critical social realism. “They deal textually and 
visually with disruptive social or political events, and their various critical 
devices may be said to reveal something of the underlying social configu-
rations.”16 Above all, they demystify the lies and half-truths told by those in 
power by presenting the lived experiences of ordinary people that conflict 
with official stories. The particular achievement of I Saw It and Barefoot Gen 
is that in one way or another Nakazawa’s work was able to intervene, against 
the limits of the history of the bomb that had been conveyed in the period 
of overt government censorship during the occupation of Japan.

Transmedial Revision

Transmedial revision—Nakazawa’s strategy I am examining here—sets 
documentary’s instrumental knowledge against itself. Neither Japanese 
militarism nor the brute fact of the U.S. bombing escapes his condemna-
tion. His redrawing of official images makes possible a clearer view of their 
dehumanization of “the other” through a closer-to-hand, more humane 
depiction. It amplifies his ability to represent the disastrous consequences 
of the use of the atomic bomb.

As I will later show, Nakazawa consulted photographic images from the 
USSBS, among other sources. By 1966, when Nakazawa began to draw his 
first atom bomb manga, Pelted by Black Rain, the public record of such 
images was rich. Some of the USSBS images had been made immediately 
available in public outlets such as Life magazine to inform the public of 
the extent of American victory and Japanese defeat. Other images were re-
leased gradually, as censorship ended after the occupation, in the public 
press and in touring exhibitions. Pelted by Black Rain, which appeared in 
May 1968, is a fictional account considered the inaugural “ ‘atomic bomb 
manga,’” writes Chute.17 But documentary photographs were available.

His deployment of official photography in comics was both a formal and 
a functional innovation. In The Origins of Comics: From William Hogarth 
to Winsor McCay, Thierry Smolderen traces the fascination that cartoon-
ist A. B. Frost developed for photography beginning in the 1880s, which 
ranged from mimicry to irony in his own constructions of sequential nar-
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rative. Word balloons and label texts had been featured in English cartoons 
since George Cruikshank. According to art historian Steef Davidson in The 
Penguin Book of Political Comics, the French Situationists were the first to 
join the two forms. They pasted “thought balloons” from comic strips cut 
from the popular press onto photographs, and the resultant collages, like 
earlier ones that John Heartfield used to pillory the German fascist press, 
conveyed a range of subversive meanings they called détournement (di-
version).18 Nakazawa applied the technique to American military docu-
mentary photographs, redrawing them and then adding his own editorial 
points. Photographs customarily leave traces all over manga because artists 
use them as preparatory sketches for landscape and background as well as 
for inspiration. But to understand that the photograph itself is the discur-
sive trace—the sign to seek—was Nakazawa’s special insight.

Functionally, it was also a breakthrough. Nakazawa’s revisions convey 
his experience of the bombing of Hiroshima with exceptional force. Draw-
ing is of course fundamental to the manga form, natively a hybrid of hand-
drawn sequential images and text. Unless it is to be computer generated, 
an atomic bomb manga must be drawn. On the other hand, photography 
is fundamental to the period of modernity, whose negative epiphany is 
the bomb. In atom bomb manga, the ancient act of drawing meets an ex-
pressive threshold in the atomic bomb; like the Holocaust, the bombing of 
Hiroshima was (and remains) a crisis of representation. In combining the 
two dialectically, Nakazawa was able to use drawings of photographs to cri-
tique the photographs themselves, sharpening the contradictions.

What were these contradictions? First, the USSBS could and did per-
suasively record the scale of the destruction of Hiroshima. The aerial view 
is suited to the sweep of the destruction. Nevertheless, the panoramic per-
spective was also insufficient. Disaster on the ground played out in thou-
sands of unique, individual, personal lives that could be rendered only in 
particularity, as distinct from the camera’s wide-angle or distanced objec-
tification. Conversely, drawing is intimate, the mark of a human hand, as 
Spiegelman points out, and it was therefore better suited for that task. But 
the intimate private world of hibakusha knowledge rarely figured in offi-
cial discourse. As a consequence of the Allied victory, photographic images 
of the devastation were largely, though not entirely, made by the Ameri-
can forces. These images overwhelmingly display the victors’ point of view. 
Some were meant to underline the fact that the Japanese were military ag-
gressors, and the USSBS survey shows extensive damage done to individual 
barracks, bunkers, factories, and railroads, attesting to the continuing mili-
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tary functionality of the city, despite the fact that in its recent history, as 
Liebow reported, “the military importance of this center had waned and it 
was serving largely the function of a quartermaster depot.”19 Hence, a num-
ber of the images seek to justify taking Hiroshima as a military target. At the 
same time, many others show the vast destruction of businesses, hospitals, 
places of worship, homes, schools, banks, and light rail and civil infrastruc-
ture generally, which were part of the war effort but had previously escaped 
bombing in the war. Because these last, as domestic images, also could fuel 
impressions of the Japanese as victims themselves, they could “humanize” 
an enemy said to be less than human. Nakazawa’s double-facing practice 
puts the difficulty of controlling all these factors into view. For him, to resee 
and then redraw the military photographs of Hiroshima was to incorporate 
them into a form of storytelling that complicated the ethical and political 
claims of both sides.

Nakazawa’s invention intervened in the mechanical objectivity of the 
camera, which represents the most deadly common aspiration of the 
atomic age. By “objectivity” I mean not only that such photographs could 
be mechanically produced but also that interpretation was managed as 
well.20 Transmediating the photographs from the USSBS literally expanded 
upon, or “drew out,” subaltern perspectives. In circulating their own photo-
graphs, the Allies claimed the moral victory of ending the war. But Naka-
zawa’s manga competed with the official tale about the history of ruin. His 
perspectives highlighted the ambiguous historical relationships respon-
sible for the invention and use of the bomb and castigated subsequent de-
nials of the full range of responsibility.

Nakazawa’s recourse to drawing was not the same as the mark-making 
of the military or the civil authorities in sketches, maps, and charts. Nor 
was it akin to a therapist’s use of victims’ drawings to heal individuals 
through direct expression of remembered trauma. It differs by many de-
grees of art and intentionality from the famous survivor drawings pub-
lished in Unforgettable Fire, in 1977, which are searing but artistically crude 
accounts.21 Rather, this drawing practice in sequential narrative sought to 
reverse the power relations of the extant documentary record. It aimed to 
speak back and, further, to wound the viewer by registering his distance 
from what, to paraphrase art historian W. J. T. Mitchell, the photographs 
officially “want.”22

In the following discussion I will first describe what Nakazawa tells of his 
experience as a survivor of the bombing of Hiroshima. Then I will present 
a portfolio of close readings of some representative examples of his re-
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medial interventions in I Saw It and Barefoot Gen, chiefly his drawings of 
official documentary photographs of the aerial reconnaissance images of 
the bomb. This portfolio is meant to be suggestive rather than comprehen-
sive. Finally, I will consider what it is that drawing, in particular, offers to 
the photographic record and why this particular kind of transmediation 
plays such a powerful role in Nakazawa’s work. By way of conclusion, I will 
briefly suggest some further avenues for rethinking documentary photog-
raphy, and post-1945 documentary in general, along these lines.

Surviving the Bomb

Nakazawa was a single individual among many thousands of survivors 
of the bombing of the city, and he strove to tell both his own and others’ 
stories. On 6 August 1945, at 8:15 a.m., the six-year-old Keiji stood in the 
shadow of the gate of the Kanzaki Elementary School in Hiroshima, hesi-
tating a bit near the foot-thick concrete wall before entering his first-grade 
class and talking with the mother of a classmate, when he “happened to 
look up”: “The Enola Gay cut its engines, penetrated quietly to the heart of 
Hiroshima, and dropped the atomic bomb, raising the curtain on hell. Even 
today, if I close my eyes, the colors of the atomic bomb the moment it ex-
ploded come floating right up. A pale light like the flash of a flashbulb cam-
era, white at the center, engulfed me, a great ball of light with yellow and 
red mixed at its outer edges. Once that violent flash burned itself onto my 
retinas all memory stopped.”23 Small, stricken, and stunned, young Naka-
zawa himself could have seen relatively little of the immense, immediate 
destruction accomplished by the bomb. Yet Ore wa Mita—I Saw It—was the 
title given to his first autobiographical account. In the recent film Barefoot 
Gen’s Hiroshima: The Story of Nakazawa Keiji, he describes how, emerging 
from shock, he found his vision had become literally photographic, explic-
itly linking the picture-making machine to his own body: “It was a proces-
sion of ghosts. I walked among them, like this. My eyes were like the lens of 
a camera, snapping pictures of everything I saw. Images of how the scene 
looked were etched on my memory.”24 He embodied this seeing in many 
scenes of his autobiography, among them the trauma of learning about the 
death of his father, sister, and brother under their collapsed house in the 
firestorm that followed the bombing; the frightful sight of the walking dead 
with peeling skin trailing from their hands and feet, their eyes and guts 
spilling out; the corpse-clogged rivers and body-strewn trees; the cruelty 
of others who refused asylum and hoarded food; the omnipresent hunger; 
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the illness of his mother and the death of his newborn baby sister; and the 
heart-hardening necessity to put the past aside and move on. This was his 
own experience.

In the subsequent series Hadashi no Gen, the individual autobiographi-
cal “I” of his initial narrator, Keiji himself, became the voice of a composite 
fictionalized eyewitness named Gen. Like the real Keiji, Gen starts out as 
a six-year-old, but as he grows up, Gen ranges over much more territory 
and recounts profound encounters with many more persons than did the 
autobiographical small boy in I Saw It. Yet the authorial claim is still based 
on lived experience. “Gen is my alter ego, and his family is just like my 
own,” Nakazawa asserts. “The episodes in Barefoot Gen are all based on 
what really happened to me or to other people in Hiroshima.”25 “What 
really happened” has a double meaning; it asserts a personal documentary 
authority, and it also implies that other accounts might not be so faith-
ful. Here is also where further research into the experience of the views of 
“other people in Hiroshima” had to have begun.

Nakazawa did not set out to embody this history. Originally apprenticed 
to a sign painter, he left Hiroshima for Tokyo in 1961 at the age of twenty-
two to become a manga creator, or cartoonist, and soon became success-
ful. But Tokyo life was also a negative epiphany. In Hiroshima, the exis-
tence of survivors was at least acknowledged. Nakazawa was “shocked” by 
the discrimination he encountered against hibakusha in Tokyo: “When talk 
of home arose and I mentioned to acquaintances that I’d experienced the 
atomic bombing in Hiroshima, the glances sent my way were indescrib-
ably chilly and strange, and I was bewildered—I couldn’t recall ever having 
experienced such hateful looks.”26 His initial reaction was to disavow his 
own experience. “I resolved never to speak the words ‘atomic bomb’ again. 
When I went to bookstores and there were books about the atomic bomb on 
the shelves, I averted my eyes and moved on. When the characters ‘atomic 
bomb’ leapt out of a newspaper article, I didn’t read a word of that article. I 
truly came to hate the word and the characters ‘atomic bomb.’”27

Indeed, the hibakusha’s tale was commonly a story that went for a long 
time untold. Certainly it was nowhere in the public record. Censorship in 
Japan before 15 August 1945 and subsequent military occupation by the 
American victors prohibited for years any organized public recognition of 
what had occurred. As political scientist Richard Tanter states, a silence 
was “constructed”: “There were three strands to official American policy 
towards information about Hiroshima and Nagasaki. First, access to Hiro-
shima was denied to Allied journalists. Second, public discussion of the 

 EBSCOhost: eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) printed on 10/2/2025 1:16:58 PM UTC via MALONE UNIVERSITY. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use.



The Photographic Witness of Barefoot Gen 65

topic was banned in Japan. Finally, through the censorship and official 
disinformation program as a whole, Western perceptions were channeled 
in such a way as to minimize understanding of the human, as opposed to 
the physical, destructiveness of the weapon.”28 Tanter remarks that “the 
first step in the attempt to suppress the truth about Hiroshima was to at-
tack claims of radiation illness, and to deny authority to Japanese-sourced 
accounts of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.”29 It took six years—precisely the 
length of the American military occupation—for the first Japanese news-
papers to show photographs of keloid scars on the bodies of the victims of 
the nuclear bombing.

Whereas more information might not have saved the survivors from 
bodily suffering, their separation and isolation increased the gap between 
living and knowing, which is the enabling condition of trauma. The most 
destructive result of this censorship regime was that the lack of public dis-
cussion and the suppression of medical reports impeded medical research 
and information about treatment of pika, or radiation illness, about which 
little was actually known. This denial of information was itself a secondary 
attack, extending the sense of abandonment felt by the wounded popu-
lation, which was another deep consequence of the use of the bomb. De-
prived of knowledge about what was happening to them, victims of radi-
ation sickness died by the thousands immediately and at a more measured 
pace throughout subsequent days, weeks, months, and years. Fearing con-
tagion, a majority of Japanese avoided contact with known hibakusha, who 
were also subsequently deemed unmarriageable due to anticipation of ge-
netic damage once radiation was identified as the cause of illness. The actual 
effects, according to the Atomic Bomb Casualty Commission, included 
cancer, leukemia, shortened life span, loss of vigor, growth and develop-
mental disorders, sterility, genetic alteration, abnormal pigmentation, hair 
loss, and epidemiological changes.30

The Japanese government did not begin to pass laws for substantial relief 
for the hibakusha until the mid-1950s. The loss of the chance to know—and 
to be known for—the personal experience that characterized each survivor 
individually also damaged society as a whole. The toxic suppression of in-
formation extended the bitter harvest of the war. Long after “humanization 
of the enemy” could lead to any conceivable softening of American resolve 
to fight, both the Americans and the Japanese averted their gaze from the 
complex and continuing suffering of so many survivors, or conversely, as 
in the singular instance of the “Hiroshima Maidens,” turned their medical 
care into a gendered spectacle.31 And all the while, as Tanter observes, “the 
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occupation authorities were meticulously collecting scientific information 
on the bomb and its health effects for American scientific consumption.”32

In 1966, Nakazawa’s mother died in the Hiroshima Atomic-bomb Hos-
pital in Hiroshima after a long, debilitating illness. He was outraged that the 
American-run hospital immediately requested permission from the family 
to do an autopsy. “I couldn’t forgive the ABCC [the hospital],” he wrote 
in 1995 in his non-manga autobiography, Hiroshima: The Autobiography of 
Barefoot Gen. “It didn’t offer bomb victims a single bit of help. It treated 
them as specimens, guinea pigs. Always hot on the trail of bomb victims 
for the purposes of their own country’s nuclear war, it took the data it col-
lected back to the United States.”33 After his mother’s cremation, Nakazawa 
found that only small slivers of her bones remained in the ashes, unlike in 
normal circumstances where a lot of bone remained. At that point, he real-
ized that “radioactive cesium from the bomb had eaten away at her bones 
to the point that they had disintegrated. The bomb had even deprived me 
of my mother’s bones.”34 Subsequently, something shifted inside him and 
he was, as he put it, “overcome with rage. I vowed that I would never for-
give the Japanese militarists who started the war, or the Americans who 
had so casually dropped the bomb on us.”35 In the crucible of this grief he 
“came to want to avenge our Nakazawa family. I resolved to fight a one-man 
battle: ‘Say who—the Japanese government? The U.S. government?—was 
responsible for the war and the atomic bomb! Speak! Speak! Speak! Never 
forgive!”36

In 1972, Boys Jump Monthly published Ore wa Mita, a forty-five-page 
manga autobiography, and in 1973 the autobiographical character Gen Na-
kaoka was born. Nakazawa’s editor suggested that he continue working on 
the story, and Nakazawa agreed. Barefoot Gen was serialized at the rate of 
sixteen pages a month, eventually totaling its full ten volumes. By that time, 
newspaper images of the first photographs of post-bomb Hiroshima were 
widely available, as were hospital records and journalistic accounts. Naka-
zawa, working furiously, was actively seeking more knowledge, as were the 
twenty thousand people who came to see the Unforgettable Fire exhibition 
of drawings at the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum between 1 and 6 Au-
gust 1974.37 Drawing upon such information to deal with his own personal 
crisis guided Nakazawa’s attention to the quality and individual texture of 
hibakusha knowledge being held under erasure.38 He thought there was a 
great power in every person’s counternarrative. He wrote, “If each single 
Japanese person who was dealt a grave blow by the war and the atomic 
bomb musters all his bitterness to wage an angry struggle, he can smash 
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those guys who rejoice at war and the atomic bomb. It’s not something a 
group of people can do.”39 And he set out to wage this struggle. Notably, 
this was not simply a campaign for remembering and against forgetting; 
it was an affective campaign, mobilizing the emotion of anger and maneu-
vering against disdain. In Nakazawa’s hands, each individual hibakusha’s 
memory rebukes the American grand narrative. The difference between 
them is sharply rendered. In the next section, I will examine a sample of 
Nakazawa’s drawings as examples of the insurgent potential of suppressed 
hibakusha witness.

Picturing the Bomb

Among those who could be said to have “rejoiced at the atomic bomb” 
were the American victors, who while acknowledging its horrible destruc-
tion nevertheless credited it with ending the current war and, they hoped, 
deterring the next. For many Americans, what came to be the iconic photo-
graphs of the bomb were proof of American might. The earliest photo-
graphs of the atomic bombing allowed to reach a wide audience were aerial 
photographs of the towering cloud formed by the Hiroshima explosion and 
the more tightly configured mushroom of Nagasaki, both taken by the re-
treating planes. The circulation of American photographs of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki commonly compared not the effects of each nuclear attack 
on Japan but the strength of each kind of bomb relative to the other, for the 
sake of intimidating Russian eyes. They were meant to signify America’s 
peerless nuclear prowess. These images, published in Life magazine in 1945, 
displayed the awesome capacity of the American military, chiefly for the 
sake of the Soviets, whom the Americans then understood to be mounting 
their own threat to the West (fig. 3.1).

But Nakazawa’s depictions of the iconic mushroom cloud convey an-
other perspective. In the main, they diminish American claims. In I Saw It: 
The Atomic Bombing of Hiroshima: A Survivor’s True Story, a postage stamp–
sized drawing of the Hiroshima bomb cloud appears near the upper-right 
corner on the cover of the comic, but it is by no means compelling and 
only somewhat bigger than the imprint of the price ($2) at the lower left, 
whose form it mirrors.40 On the other hand, a giant image of a sweating and 
screaming Keiji, atomic fire reflected in his huge and horrified eyes, com-
mands attention. The viewer is situated so as to have the choice of look-
ing at or looking with Keiji, undermining certainty about what the picture 
“wants” (fig. 3.2).
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Figure 3.1 Mushroom cloud, HG273, U.S. Army. Reprinted by permission of the 
Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum.

Figure 3.2 Front cover of 
Keiji Nakazawa’s I Saw It, 
English-language edition, 
1982. Used by permission of 
Misayo Nakazawa, arranged 
with Japan UNI Agency, Inc.

 EBSCOhost: eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) printed on 10/2/2025 1:16:58 PM UTC via MALONE UNIVERSITY. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use.



The Photographic Witness of Barefoot Gen 69

A giant Keiji appears on the back cover too, along with a different depic-
tion of the cloud. This time the cloud is enormous, arising from the devas-
tated city. It does not take the iconic form but rather fits eyewitness descrip-
tions of what it looked like from the ground: “an enormous mass of clouds 
. . . [which] spread and climbed rapidly . . . into the sky. Then its summit 
broke open and hung over horizontally. It took on the shape of a mon-
strous mushroom with the lower part as its stem—it would be more accu-
rate to call it the tail of a tornado. Beneath it more and more boiling clouds 
erupted and unfolded sideways . . . the shape . . . the color . . . the light . . . 
were continuously shifting and changing.”41 Like Walter Benjamin’s angel, 
Keiji is running forward but blown backward by the force of the blast. He 
clearly wishes to draw what he sees, but his brushes are scattered. The cloud 
is more imposing than the city, but Keiji is larger still. He looks back accus-
ingly toward the viewer, with whom this time his eyes securely lock. The 
eyes, more furious than frightened, show outrage. Closest of all, a titanic 
diagonal black banner proclaims “I Saw It” in white block letters suggestive 
of a newspaper headline. The words are at once a simple statement and an 
accusation. Despite the ruined city, the lethal cloud, and the counter-winds 
of history, the banner is a declaration that this boy will depict the atrocity, 
as he sees it, and not the USSBS (fig. 3.3).

The bomb cloud is particularly revealing. By the time that Nakazawa 
drew I Saw It, a small number of Japanese views had been published, in-
cluding a found photographic image of the mushroom cloud taken from the 
ground. Its round shape is quite different from the aerial view of the Ameri-
can bombers. In I Saw It the bomb repeatedly takes the Japanese form: con-
centric circles of a “flash” of light seen from the ground. In the story itself, 
the image of the cloud is easily contained in a narrow panel that is only half 
a page tall. Unlike the stories in the American press, the narrative does not 
fetishize the awesome power of the bomb but moves swiftly on to the dam-
age it has done to buildings, plants, and people. The mirroring half-page 
panel shows a living tree being bent and snapped by the atomic wind that 
is also blowing a hurricane of roof tiles across the churning air. Tree, tiles, 
and wind are curved, like the explosion. These two panels frame a third 
that is vertically bisected. This panel contains the faces of a boy (Keiji) and 
a woman (the mother of a schoolmate) being hit by the blast. The people 
are much larger, because they are closer, than either the nuclear explosion 
or the tree. Nakazawa refuses to show the atomic cloud as a separate tran-
scendental symbol, putting his drawings at odds with photographic rep-
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resentations (fig. 3.4). Even when he draws the cloud at full height from a 
distance, it is immediately counterbalanced by the close-up view (fig. 3.5).

But in another sense the witnessing that Nakazawa invented was not 
only to use manga as a genre that could address the atomic bomb. Rather, 
he simultaneously found a new way to contextualize it. He peeled ideologi-
cal content away from the scientific and political visualization of the time 
and examined the desire of the photographic image from a different point 
of view. This process of contesting what photographic documentary wants 
was painful but necessary, like debridement of a wound.

The most vivid example is found in the second volume of the Barefoot 
Gen series, The Day After, where a full double-page spread vehemently con-
fronts the reader. Its size is unique in the whole ten volumes. The drawing 
is a reproduction of a USSBS aerial view. A vast flattened plane extends to 
the mountains ringing the city in the distance, while black clouds glower 
and swaths of heavy black ashes in the rivers simulate reflections of build-
ings and trees on their banks that no longer exist. There is nothing alive to 
be seen on the ground. Architectural landmarks still standing loom up out 

Figure 3.3 Back cover of 
I Saw It. Used by permission 
of Misayo Nakazawa, arranged 
with Japan UNI Agency, Inc.
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Figure 3.4 Page from I Saw It showing the bomb explosion. Used by permission of 
Misayo Nakazawa, arranged with Japan UNI Agency, Inc.
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of the debris to grab the viewer’s attention as on a strategic map. The point 
of view hovers hundreds of feet in the air. Over it all an enormous figure of 
Gen rears up. A colossus in judgment, its angry eyebrows are knitted over 
large, accusing manga eyes disgusted by the Americans, the Japanese, and 
everybody else (fig. 3.6).

But what is he seeing? Unlike the back and front covers of I Saw It, Gen 
is looking neither at the fire nor at the viewer. Rather, his focus is inter-
nal. He is registering how the victors are seeing his city. The photograph 
was one of the most famous documentary images taken by the USSBS, 
titled BRIDGES 23 and 24, 4H/ GZ860–1000. October 14–November 26, 1945. 
USSBS 3:93, Photo 70-XII (fig. 3.7). Taken just a few days after the bombing, 
it recorded the extent of the destruction for the benefit of American civil 
engineers, who now had to redesign the civil defense architecture of the 
United States in anticipation of a nuclear attack. The caption reads, “Inter-
sections of Bridge 23 (left) and Bridge 24 (right). All damage from blast 
effects. Bridge 23 (860 feet to GZ, 2,170 feet to AZ). Bridge 24 (1,000 feet to 
GZ, 2,230 feet to AZ).”42

Figure 3.5 Page from 
Nakazawa’s Barefoot Gen: 
A Cartoon Story of Hiroshima 
showing the bomb explosion. 
© Keiji Nakazawa. All rights 
reserved. Reprinted by 
permission of Last Gasp.
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Usually there are no people in the USSBS images. But poignantly, this 
photo of the bridges shows little people walking, riding bicycles, even ap-
parently boarding a trolley car. They too would have had stories to tell, al-
though the USSBS photographer did not seek them out. But Nakazawa re-
jects any fantasy that might have been on offer about conversing with such 
hibakusha. In his drawing there are no people. No one loved remains. There 
is nothing in the drawing that Gen desires to see. Neither are the bodies in 
the rivers, the burned corpses in the streets, and the blinded, still-walking 
zombies—with their flayed skin trailing from their wrists and ankles—to 
be found. The city is a vast field of rubble seen from a distance, and the 
photograph, distinct from the drawing, wants us to accept this as a victory.

Emergent in the drawing is also Gen’s consciousness that the photograph 
is a revelation of how the hibakusha are being looked at by the victors. The 
Aioi Bridge was the original ground zero targeted by the bombers, who 
missed only by a short distance. The photograph thus shows how close the 
American military came to technocratic perfection. Gen’s eyes reflect this 
moment of realization about the photograph. If the documentary tradi-
tion expects the viewer to accept its vantage point, Gen refuses. Instead, he 

Figure 3.6 Double-page spread from Nakazawa’s Barefoot Gen: The Day After 
showing the Aioi Bridge. © Keiji Nakazawa. All rights reserved. Reprinted by 
permission of Last Gasp.
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imports it into his own story and shows why it is unacceptable. The photo-
graph, redrawn, is an indictment of all those whose acts made it possible. 
Even the big cloud is small in comparison with Gen’s avenging face. It is an 
image of what Walter Benjamin called “dialectics at a standstill.” As the phi-
losopher and cultural critic observed in The Arcades Project, “It is not that 
what is past casts its light on what is present, or what is present its light on 
the past; rather, the dialectical image is that wherein what has been comes 
together in a flash with the now to form a constellation.”43

Nakazawa loved drawing manga. Although he had not originally wanted 
to make manga from his experience, when he did, the sequential form of 
graphic narrative, constructed frame by frame from memory, may also have 
been helpful for recapturing an analytically consequential understanding 
of cause and effect in the world. Chute and others have described such a 
fit between manga and traumatic memory generally.44 But Nakazawa’s re-
mediated photographs also registered what otherwise could not be shown 
or remembered. This was not the seemingly objective truth of the photo-

Figure 3.7 Photo from The Effects of the Atomic Bomb on Hiroshima, Japan, Volume 
III, showing the effects of the bomb’s blast at the intersection of Bridge 23 and Bridge 
24. International Center of Photography, Museum Purchase, Robert Capa and Cornell 
Capa Acquisitions Fund, 2011.
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graphed scene itself, or its lived experience, but the emergence of its social 
meaning. The potential for a new kind of documentary realism to emerge 
from the gap between the photograph and the drawing is a very important 
contribution to the art of manga and the history of postwar documentary. 
Transmedial revision allows this buried vantage point to emerge.

But why specifically the medium of drawing, and why specifically pho-
tography? In the following discussion I will examine those questions fur-
ther by turning to John Berger’s writings on drawing. In Berger we have a 
brilliant theoretician of what “another way of seeing” allows.

Drawing Conclusions

Nakazawa described what he saw at ground zero in his autobiography, 
Hiroshima: The Autobiography of Barefoot Gen. There are no photographic 
referents for the brutal scene:

The Trolley street from Funairi Naka-cho as far as Saiwai-cho was a 
human exhibition, inhuman forms utterly transformed. Naked bodies 
moving sluggishly, burned by rays and trailing blackened bits of cloth-
ing like seaweed. Moving forward, glass splinters from the explosion 
sticking into all parts of their bodies, spurting blood. People whose 
eyeballs hung down their cheeks and trembled; they’d been blown 
out by the sudden pressure of the blast. People whose bellies had been 
ripped open, trailing a yard of intestines, crawling on all fours. Shrikes 
impale fish and frogs on dead tree branches, storing them to eat later; 
people too had been sent flying and hung from tree branches, impaled. 
I ran among these horrific humans, threading my way, crying out, 
searching for family.45

Nakazawa also drew these awful images. In his autobiography he makes a 
connection between the smoke and fire caused by explosion and the tools 
of his trade: India ink, water, and paper. The implication is that drawing 
is a kind of knowledge uniquely suited to this task: “Drop India ink into 
water, and it thins and spreads. Smoke just like pale ink covered the sky 
and wafted all about. The sky was like an ink painting: boards and sheets 
of metal danced helter-skelter into the sky, quite like birds. Every now and 
then, out of the collapsed row of houses a dragon’s tongue of bright red 
flames crawled, disappeared, moved. Aghast, I burned that scene onto my 
retinas.”46

In I Saw It and Barefoot Gen, the smoke and gore of the atomic waste-
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land make one long passage, but they do not reappear. Unlike current con-
structions of post-traumatic stress disorder that consider flashbacks as a 
key indicator, in each book the trauma of the bomb stays in place in time. 
Instead, what Nakazawa repeats is his struggle to make the drawing in the 
first place. “I drew what happened on the day the bomb fell. Even my edi-
tor responded negatively to the harsh scenes that unfolded in the burned-
out ruins of atomic wasteland: he said, ‘It’s horrible.’ But I continued to 
struggle, unable to re-create the truth that was still burned onto my reti-
nas.”47 The obsessive exhaustiveness of the 2,500-page Barefoot Gen opus 
gives some impression of the intensity of this struggle. “Rereading my own 
work made my flesh crawl. It was really tough. . . . Even though I was ruin-
ing my health, I finally completed it. From the start of the serialization, it 
had taken fourteen years.”48

Unlike a photographic image, each drawn mark on paper describes 
something one observes. What one is able to observe depends, in turn, on 
one’s access to one’s own memory. Some of Nakazawa’s own sketches may 
indicate that is was difficult for him to forge this access. Rifas observes, 
“I was shocked at the crudity of Nakazawa’s pencils in the autobiography 
[Richard] Minear translated. . . . I was even more shocked by some of his 
sketches at the Peace Museum. His work could succeed because his wife, 
Misayo, inked it so sweetly. The stories were his and about him, making her 
role secondary . . . but her contribution was so vital!”49 It would be inter-
esting to compare these particular sketches with others in his archive at 
the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. In drawing, one traces not only 
the physical appearance of the object but also one’s connection or discon-
nection to one’s own experience. “It is the actual act of drawing that forces 
the artist to look at the object in front of him, to dissect it in his mind’s eye 
and put it together again,” John Berger observes, “or if he is drawing from 
memory, that forces him to dredge his own mind to discover the content 
of his own store of past observations.”50 Over time, this process results in 
self-discovery for the maker. “A drawing of a tree shows, not a tree, but 
a tree being-looked-at,” writes Berger.51 The tree being-looked-at reflects 
one’s own self, looking. Apparently, disturbances remained in Nakazawa’s 
visual field.

Yet how can drawing represent impressions or memories when, as in 
this instance, the events and hence the memory of the first atomic bomb-
ing are completely unprecedented? Other events of violence in other kinds 
of war may look quite similar, but the underlying narrative diverges. Such 
a drawing cannot show the being-looked-at of anything, because a know-
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ing seer does not exist. Drawing is visceral; one draws in relation to the 
entire physical being. But the embodiment of a traumatized person vis-à-
vis the traumatic event is partial and interrupted. The organized self has 
been destroyed. If to draw an object, according to Berger, one must see it, 
internalize it, and then reconstruct it, the trauma of Hiroshima makes this 
repertoire impossible. This trauma is not the missing of experience but the 
impact of experience that does not get portrayed. In crucial ways, the trau-
matized observer is fragmented or even missing. In parallel, a narrative of 
surviving an atomic bombing had yet to exist.

Such a barrier to seeing does not exist with photography. As Roland 
Barthes puts it in Camera Lucida, “Not only is the Photograph never, in 
essence, a memory,” but it “fills the sight by force, and . . . nothing in it can 
be refused or transformed.” The camera makes a picture that seems in itself 
to be complete.52 A photograph commonly records things that are not yet 
fully observed and even makes an impression of things that have never yet 
been seen, filling in the holes and securing the opportunity for future dis-
covery. Trauma can affect the act of taking a picture, inhibiting the choice 
of a moment or restricting access to the threshold of a scene, but it will not 
generally preclude the camera from making an image. Once subjected to 
the automatized process, however difficult it may be to make the exposure 
in the first place, the scene will be recorded whether or not meaning is con-
veyed.53 But this is not true of drawing. With a drawing, you must see where 
you are going. “Another way of putting it,” writes Berger, “would be to say 
that each mark you make on the paper is a stepping-stone from which you 
proceed to the next, until you have crossed your subject as though it were 
a river, and have put it behind you.”54 Nakazawa’s drawing of the photo-
graphic record shows Hiroshima being-looked-at by a self that is crossing 
over by looking at the photograph.

Nakazawa clearly looked at many photographs of what it was so hard 
for him to draw. Comparing USSBS photographs taken in the days after the 
bombing with his drawings, one can easily discern some source material 
for what ultimately became a strong, sinewy black line inked by Masayo 
in the twisted beams and poles and timbers and wires of the USSBS prints. 
He draws the ruined schools, the collapsed houses, and the torqued trolley 
lines as the photographs show them.55 But Nakazawa’s drawings of the dead 
move him beyond what the photographs show. Robert Jay Lifton notes that 
the Allies were taught that the Japanese would die with a salute to the em-
peror on their lips. In reality, those who spoke before they died chiefly 
called out for their mothers, “an effort to reassert the ultimate human rela-
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tionship in the face of death’s severance,” as Lifton puts it.56 By adding their 
cry to his drawings of the photograph, Nakazawa is looking at himself look-
ing and reclaiming what is human from the victors’ armed gaze. In another 
horrific example, Nakazawa draws Gen, wordless, looking into a pail that 
contains the bones and skulls of his brother, sister, and father. The skulls are 
precisely rendered. Gen’s mother, also looking, eventually tells him, “All . . . 
all our hopes are gone now, Gen. . . . We know . . . they’re really dead,”57 and 
they begin slowly to comprehend that they must carry on without them. In 
the story’s diegesis, they try to “go far from these bad memories.”58 But in 
drawing the bones in the bucket, Nakazawa observes his own unsustainable 
flight from remembrance and now knows that it is unsustainable. As Berger 
discovered when he too drew a body—that of his own deceased father—in 
watching this seeing, instead of being “the site of a departure,” his drawing 
has become “the site of an arrival.”59

Afterimage

Nakazawa’s antiwar manga have traveled widely. The volunteer organiza-
tion “Project Gen” has translated the many volumes of Barefoot Gen into 
English and other languages and devoted itself to teaching about the bomb’s 
devastation; it has developed school curricula as well. There have been 
three live-action films of Barefoot Gen, an opera, and two animated films 
released internationally. Although he is not universally praised in Japan, 
Nakazawa’s admirers also include other comics artists who seek to convey 
the experience of a wide spectrum of kinds of survivors. Spiegelman stated 
that he took inspiration from Barefoot Gen while in the process of creating 
Maus when “Gen burned its way into my heated brain with all the intensity 
of a fever dream. . . . I’ve just reread the books recently and I’m glad to dis-
cover that the vividness of Barefoot Gen emanates from the work itself and 
not simply from my fever.”60 Nakazawa once said that he wished to travel 
“together with Gen . . . to various places and collect material—Chernobyl, 
Semipalatinsk, the Urals in the old Soviet Union; Nevada and Three Mile 
Island in the United States; the islands of the South Pacific (Bikini, Muro-
roa); Auschwitz; Nanjing in China.”61 His admirers have gone forward in 
that spirit to tell other kinds of stories, as he wished to do himself.

But I believe that another important part of Nakazawa’s legacy is specifi-
cally his way of seeing photographic seeing. There is today a growing group 
of astute practitioners, among them Art Spiegelman, Joe Sacco, Alison 
Bechdel, and Marjane Satrapi, and scholars such as Leonard Rifas, Hilary 
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Chute, Mihaela Precup, Marianne Hirsch, Robin Bernstein, Nina Mick-
witz, and Jeff Adams, among many more, who recognize that the trans-
medial revision of documentary photography offers opportunities espe-
cially suited to witness both historical violence and the social trauma of its 
erasure. Sacco’s remarkable achievements in wartime comics—Palestine, 
Safe Area Goražde, and Footnotes in Gaza—are one example. Shigeru Mi-
zuki’s Showa and Emmanuel Gilbert’s The Photographer: Into War-Torn Af-
ghanistan with Doctors without Borders and Alan’s War: The Memories of 
G.I. Alan Cope are others. Sacco works in the interstitial space between the 
news photograph and its hand-drawn copy. He has said that he draws be-
cause it is virtually impossible to get a shot of the perfect instant. “When 
you draw, you can always capture that moment. You can’t always have that 
exact, precise moment when someone’s got the club raised, when some-
one’s going down. I realize now there’s a lot of power in that. It’s a bit scary 
in a way, because you’re capturing moments like that constantly from panel 
to panel.”62 In redrawing documentary photographs, Sacco can curate his 
story to show the perfect instant that emerges from the interplay of sup-
pression and discovery. Capturing “dialectics at a standstill” is his way of 
rethinking documentary’s trail. Gilbert, on the other hand, redraws photo-
graphs so that they can be recognized as photographs, and the shock of 
his repossession of them in that manner, in sequence with his drawings, 
estranges the technocratic narrative, at once so central and so far from the 
U.S. war in Afghanistan. Through these and other transmediations, it is 
quite possible to discern that Gen is traveling still.
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