Tranglating Memories: Two Moments from the Hiroshima Peace Park

Avram Alpert
University of Pennsylvania, Program in Comparatiiterature

Abstract

This essay considers the relationship betweenla@ms and public memorials in a
globalized world. In it | argue that an understaugdof some questions in translation
studies can help to shape and guide memorial peadflore specifically, | argue that
memorial studies should not attempt to impose usatadeas about memory onto
specific sites. Rather, we need to understanditheutty of translating in two ways:

first, from conflicting private memories to a shéuaublic space, and, second, from
universal concepts to particular spaces. | grotedd reflections with the historical case
study of the Hiroshima Peace Park. With regardhédfirst difficulty of translation, |
consider how the memory of the bombing was traedlaito a public call for peace
(instead of, for example, justice or retributionien, with regard to the second difficulty,
| consider how an artist, Krzysztof Wodiczko, atpted to question the construction of
the Peace Park by translating some of his own idbast memorials to the local site of
Hiroshima. | suggest in conclusion that elementé/ofliczko's work have a positive
potential for how to understand translation angbliéee in memorial practice at both
levels of difficulty.



Introduction

The acts of translation and memory might appeérsatglance to be quite
distinct. One is meant to mediate between therdiffees in languages, while the other is
an internal or public process of commemoratingsh évent. Yet the difference between
them quickly dissolves if we remember that theneaganguage, indeed no
communication at all, without translation. As lingiuRoman Jakobson argued, "the
meaning of a word is nothing but its translationaopther sign which can be substituted
for it" (Quoted in Bannett 1993: 579). The wordripi," for example, only has its
meaning in so far as a pencil, or an image of @iher a description of a pencil, can be
substituted for the word. It is only in this movamhehis translation between word and
object, that meaning is made.

This is certainly also the case with public memégvate memory already
requires translations: to tell you what happenedus$t constantly translate from the
fading images and feelings of my experience tonguage which you can hear and
understand. This is then further complicated intenatof public memory, where the
images and recollections of thousands become #imakinto a single public space. And
this is very much an act of translation which westtake seriously: public memories,
after all, are more plural, fractured and politezizhan pencils.

My interest in this essay is to look at two momemlt®n the memory of the
bombing of Hiroshima was translated into publiccgpaThe first was when the space
was originally designed as "The Hiroshima Peacé&,Pand the memory of the atomic

bomb was effectively translated into the idea @&qee Connected to this, | will look at



how a struggle was waged by survivors of the bombner the history and meaning of
what peace meant after Hiroshima.

In the second moment, | consider translation atehel of cross-cultural
transactions, asking not just how memories arestased, but how the practice of
memorialization is itself being translated interoaélly. My interest here is the place of
the United States and its citizens in the locaktaction of Hiroshima memory. | will
focus on the role of the U.S. government in thginal design of the Peace Park and then
artist Krzysztof Wodiczko's memorial project madéhe Park in 1999.

In the first moment, | raise questions about hownmges are translated; in the
second | ask what the place of U.S.-based artigtcatics should be in raising these
guestions in the first place. Using the work ohsiation theorist Naoki Sakai, | argue in
conclusion not just for the importance of how wansiate memory, but also how we
represent and comprehend that translation. Thréhgimvestigation of these moments, |
argue that memorial studies should not seek a gefitamework to implement around
the world, but rather an ever-evolving set of lostehtegies attuned to the difficulties of

translation.

Moment One

It is generally assumed that the 1949 Park desamthe first major proposal by
Japan’s consummate modernist architect, Tange Kéimwever, as historian Inoue
Shiochi has pointed out, Tange had in fact preWyowsn an important architectural
competition for his design of the “Greater EastaASb-Prosperity SphereThe layout

of the space was simple and elegant: an isosc&egle with exhibit halls at the base



and a commemorative statue at the southern tipiddwogy of the space, however, was
more complicated: it was made essentially to prdégmnese imperialism and the idea of
a “Greater East Asia” under Japanese control. parJaegan to lose the war, however,
Tange's plan was aborted.

If we look at the design for the 1949 Peace Raekwill immediately see striking
similarities. The Peace Park, similarly structuirethe form of a triangle, appears to be
the inversion of the original layout. This contitywvith the previous design is further
confirmed by the monuments that are at the cetfiteach design. The original was a
large, Shinto-style commemorative monument, wiigeReace Park cenotaph is smaller
and disfigured. When seen together, Tange's tws s#iad something like the
conservative narrative propagated by the Japarmssrgnent after the war, which
generally goes like this: We were duped by thetaryiinto believing in our prowess and
grandeur and we foolishly pursued imperial glorpwNwve are a humbled and peaceful
nation and our concern is to spread economic pritg@ad perpetual peace.

This narrative of a clean break with the pastdwascided with the disavowal of
the lingering problems associated with the origo@lditions of the site. As cultural
critic Lisa Yoneyama has noted, foremost amongetiesues is the legacy laibakusha,
or survivors of the bomb, especially those of KardascentHibakusha in general have
retained a status of second class citizens in raggnents of Japanese society. The
Korean survivors, meanwhile, were only presentimoshima because they had been
made to re-locate there as forced labor, and tiftebombing their marginalized status
meant they received inferior treatment for bothgatgl and psychological injuries. The

original design of the Peace Park did not addtessetissues directly, and instead

! See Carol Gluck, "The Past in the Present."



demanded a unitary voice in the name of peaceanwdrngainst the struggle against past
injustices.

"Peace" thus became the dominant image assoeigtetHiroshima memory. As
Emmanuelle Riva says when asked what her film wighfilm is about in Alain Resnais'
Hiroshima mon amour: "Peace. What else would one make a film abottiioshima?”

But the obvious critical importance of promotingape at the site of a nuclear bombing
can unfortunately also function as a way to igrtbeedifficult questions raised by the
legacy of the bomb. Peace in Hiroshima, at some |lénas served to sidestep grief and
re-instate a harmonious order.

One can see this at work, for example, in soméetext written for the
Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, a centerpieceaofy&'s design. One panel there
reads:

The damage done by the A-bomb was so catastrdmdi¢His conviction

was deeply rooted in the minds of the people obshima: humanity

cannot coexist with nuclear weapons and their uset mot be allowed.

Based on this conviction...the city of Hiroshima tedrtoward the world

and began its journey on a path to peace. (quatédtiko 2002: 17j
It is indeed true that the majority of Hiroshimaisizens called for peaceHowever, it
does not necessarily follow that the memorial sgaceor should speak for them, or that
they all speak in unison, or that they all agrelkdua what peace really means after an
event as traumatic as Hiroshima. This harmoniouk pa peace, in other words, is

perhaps more troublesome than the panels woulddsabelieve.

2| owe this reference to Sarah Hollenberg.
% Yoneyama notes that 71,852 out of 78,692 votersitmsually high turnout) voted in favor of making
Hiroshima the city of peace (1999: 228n43).



One example of local attempts to confound thisovisaf an easy peace occurred
in 1985, when activists organized around a plaretwvate the museum. The protests
were spearheaded in particular by Koréarakusha, who were outraged that the central
memorial space of Hiroshima did not register ttoaintinued plight. Naono Akiko has
chronicled how a long debate ensued between disgehibakusha, politicians,
academics and activists over how to change thisiiae. After much back and forth, the
general narrative that moved unthinkingly from bamgbto peace was kept, but it was
significantly buttressed by acknowledgement of d&pacolonial practices and the

lingering mistreatment difibakusha of both Japanese and Korean dissent.

Moment Two

It was in this terrain of embattled memory that \\éalo's projection appeared.
Speaking of theProjection, Wodiczko stated, “As an artist, | try to equipheard
individuals with a prosthetic device so that they enore effectively break the silence...
| think of the survivors of Hiroshima that | workedth for theHiroshima Projection. In
this case, it was a challenge to overcome a sileanpesed by their own community”
(Wodiczko 2003:38). To overcome this silence Wokiiczprojected the hands of
survivors against the backdrop of the Atomic Bomimi2, the only structure to remain
intact after the bombing.

The Dome becomes the body for the speakers, whanrsgsimove in agitation as
they re-tell their personal histories about Hiroshiand its aftermath. A spectral presence
of repressed voices is thus enabled to return t fmunt the formerly closed site.

Wodiczko gathered an array of survivors to tellitlséories about the troubling legacies



of Hiroshima. These included: Japanese victimshefliombing, Korean victims of the
bombing and Japanese imperialism, Japanese vidirtise bombing and the imposed
silence of their own community, and those survigiil stigmatized as dangerous threats
to society because of radioactive fallout. The stmg raised critical questions about the
aftermath of the bombing. As one of his Korean ipignts put it "Those frightening
heat rays burnt iron and rocks, and when the wtibfevas burnt and burnt to ashes, one
thing did not burn — discrimination.” Other paniants would go on to directly challenge
the Park's ideology of peace, such as 13 year adthavViHiraoka, who stated in a
testimony not part of the film version:

There’s a sort of dark image associated with peagait...no, a bright

image. Peace itself is bright. The truth of theteras that | think that the

major thing about peace lies somewhere other thdntthie atomic bomb

or dark things like that. But if we are going tedito tell about the fact

that the bomb was dropped, | think peace will beeandarker image.

(Wodiczko 1999)

By bringing up these testimonies of the unforgieahtrocity of the bombing alongside
accounts critical of the Peace Park, Wodiczko ol to challenge the dominant post-
war ideology of silence, peace and easy healing.

But Wodiczko's statement that this was a sileng@sed by the community has
to be understood in a context that he is also awe#ire of: the legacy of U.S. censorship
after the bombing. After all, many of the probleansund the original design of the
Hiroshima site were caused not just by the bombirtcalso by post-war U.S. censorship

in Japan. General Headquarters, led by General IB®lpcArthur, imposed strict



regulations on what could be said publicly after lombing. U.S. strategic interests kept
knowledge of the effects of the bombing so restddhat even doctors could not publish
medical information on treating and healing pasgiiower 1996:127).

Specifically with regard to Hiroshima memory, itsh@a be noted that public
grieving about the effects of the bombing was alsihibited. As historian John Dower
has written, after the bombing, "Suffering was coonded not merely by the
unprecedented scale of the catastrophe...but altioebiact that public struggle with this
traumatic experience wast permitted...With but rare exceptions, survivors of the
bombs could not grieve publicly, could not shamrtiexperiences through the written
word, could not be offered public counsel and supif®ower 1996:127%.As certain
forms of public speech were prohibited, others vegreouraged. This was particularly
true about the discourse of peace, since the LaSted the atomic bomb to be
remembered not as a catastrophe, but as what mma@ad of the war possible. The
translation of "atomic bomb" to "peace” thus helgedse U.S. strategic interests.

What does it mean, then, for a U.S.-based arkistWodiczko, or a U.S. born
writer like myself to return critically to the sit# Hiroshima? Is there a difference
between our use of a purportedly universal dis@marsmemory and the original
governmental discourse of peace? With colonial beleace, do we not once again use
the site of Hiroshima to push forward our own edhend cultural agenda? We seem to
be stuck in a paradox: on the one hand a univaesad for critical memory; on the other,
an ethical demand to acknowledge a particular hjsto

An effective way of answering such questions hanheorked through in the

domain of translation studies by the Japanese-thbfh;based academic Naoki Sakai.

* Ibid.



Sakai argues that all communication (both verbdlrmon-verbal) is, from the very start,
translation. We must constantly translate our tihdsigto language, and the words of
others into concepts and feelings we can understs&akai puts it, "we are separated
from each other before my language community isisgpd from your language
community” (Sakai 2001:54).

Since Sakai suggests that all we ever do is trendie is less interested in the
fact of translation than in the "representatiotrahslation.” He is particularly concerned
with what he calls "regimes of translation" ande"#thema of co-figuration." Co-
figuration, for Sakai, is the process by which twaginary unities are constructed in
opposition to each other. His particular intereswith the unity "Japan,” that was
brought into being as nation state in th&-t@ntury through its co-figuration with the
imagined community of "the West." Even though sogHigurations occur only because
of contact, Sakai suggests that they further reqhie sanitization of that contact in order
to function: in other words, Japan is only Japarabee it is10t the West. He then argues
that when such a co-figuration occurs, the regifiteanslation that prevails is that of
equivalency, wherein translation is understood as the prooeBading within one
language a precise equivalent to a term from anddhguage. But since Sakai believes
that languages are only ever imagined unitiesrégire within themselves translation,
such a desire for equivalency is rendered histilyiead epistemologically impossible.

An example of such a schema with regard to Hiroalaould be found in the idea
of peace. We might, for instance, regard the UrfB8edes government and the citizens of
Hiroshima as two completely distinct entities. Vild then say that since the

government wanted Hiroshima to be a city of peaxkthe citizens also wanted this,



there is an equivalence here that allows the tasiosl to hold. But what such a schema
does is first to deny the very specific relatiopshétween the U.S. and Japan, and then to
assume that the term "peace" does not itself reqranslation — to assume that it has a
singular meaning for all members of the societymatter how conflicted within itself

that society is.

Equivalency is something we could also use to akei&odiczko's projection, but
we would run into the same problems. We could grfprenstance, that since there is an
equivalent critique of the past in the local contexHiroshima, his universal practice of
projection is valid. But in suggesting that Wodiozkprojection works because of an
equivalency, we would thereby erase the heterogeatihehibakusha which they
themselves have fought so hard to preserve, whileeasame time anesthetizing the
difficulties of this cultural translation by contimg to sidestep the particular interaction
between Japan and the United States.

We can begin a more recuperative reading of Wodiskarojection if instead of
seeing it as a practice of implementing a certaivarsal discourse on memory, we
understand it as the laying bare of the structafésanslation. Recall that Wodiczko
projects the voices of multiple survivors from difént perspectives and backgrounds on
to the same edifice. When the Atomic Bomb Dome 8&p¢ it thus speaks hetero-
lingually. If, after all, the problem with the onmal design was its imposition of a unitary
voice onto the site of memory, then the laying lrganslatiorinternal to the
community is a necessary step in disrupting the aneinspace.

| have argued in this essay that memorial stutesls to take seriously the

problem of translation, and, furthermore, that \&erwot simply conceive of memorial
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studies as the search for the best models whictowigl then translate in equivalent ways
around the world. Rather, following Sakai's theang Wodcizko's practice, | have
suggested that memorials need to understand thkdtsactures of translation, and the
difficult ways in which groups and persons withiaveonged community attempt to
communicate their loss. In so doing, we may coriigl@ closer to that impossible dream
of a memorial practice which aids both individuaitel communities in working through

their traumatic pasts.
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