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The Atom and Eve of Destruction

by Amos Vogel

The photographic record is clear: The
crew smiled as it autographed its bomb.
A few hours later, their tiny device had
destroyed Hiroshima, killing 140,000
people in a fraction of a second.

Efficiently, an American Strategic
Bomb Survey Group arrived immedi-
ately to film what was left—producing
the equivalent of twenty feature-length
films. It was immediately declared clas-
sified and has remained forbidden and
unseen for the last thirty-five years.

One could surmise a deep, almost
mystical feeling of awe, of a guilt too
profound to be confrontable, hence re-
pressed. There is, afterall, the unspeak-
able commission of an obscene crime
that, besides those flash-fired instantly,
killed untold tens of thousands of vic-
tims slowly and passed on genetic dam-
age to an unknown number of genera-
tions. Besides the bodies and the bricks
there was the damaged psyche to which
survivors, all Japan, and the rest of the
world remain enchained.

Afterwards, the perpetrator’s assis-
tants entered the prostrate city as cine-
matic conquerors, appropriating it a
second time, now as filmic scavengers,
for military, medical, psychological, geo-
logical, or sociological research. Such
unexpectedly rich research data—with
humanity as guinea pigs—yiclded a
windfall of knowledge, of course, for
future wars. Nothing else. On the other
hand, one can be grateful to the scaven-
gers for bringing back a record of sub-
lime human suffering and infamy that
will live in history forever. In accord with
great Greek myths, the scavengers
could not remain untouched by what
they encountered and absorbed radioac-
tive poisons themselves.

Their camera work was unprece-
dented in its moral dimensions. It was as
if the Nazis, for posterity and research,
had filmed the results of their extermi-
nations. Significantly, no such Nazi rec-
ord exists; those events were recorded
only by the Allies at war’s end. It is
usually the winner who photographs the
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misdeeds of his enemy; in Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, however, we recorded in
godlike “objectivity” our own crimes
and then, blinded by their unexpected
glare, consecrated them to airtight
vaults.

In 1951, a film society, Cinema 16,
obtained from the government the horri-
fying The Atom Strikes: PartI, Damage to
Structures. Significantly, it was unable to
get the second part, Damage to People.

In 1959, Cinema 16 imported from Ja-
pan Fumio Kamei’s It Is Good to Live,
with footage of the event and its after-
math. In 1970, Columbia University’s
Paul Ronder and Eric Barnouw pro-
duced the moving fifteen minute short
of Hiroshima-Nagasaki, from a three
hour Japanese documentary. And in
1982, the Japan Society in New York
presented three evenings of “Films on
Japan’s Atomic Bomb Experience”:
nine films, mostly premieres, featuring
the previously banned material. The au-
dience was literally speechless, secing
what had never been seen before.

First, however, they leamed about
irony and imperial arrogance. Several
yearsagoaJapanesecitizenaccidentally
discovered the classified material in our
National Archives. He began a “Ten
Foot Campaign,” with individual Japa-
nese purchasing ten feet of footage to
make a film. So far, 500,000 people have
contributed 140 million yen to buy
100,000 feet of film. Thus the victim—
eager to learn about the moments of his
deepest degradation—is “permitted” to
purchase a souvenir from the perpetrator

(a further tribute to the sagacity of com-
merce). Two of these films (one by Su-
sumu Hani, director of Children Who
Draw, and She and He) were among
those shown at the Japan Society.

How can one convey the reality, tex-
ture, tragedy of these images in words?
In the uncertain dusk of underdevel-
oped indoor shots, we see beings whose
skin is coming off in strips. They are
alive. Others lie insensate, their entire
backs or front torsos burned off. Piti-
fully, a few doctors scurry about, poign-
ant to the point of disbelief. Confronted
with festering, garish wounds, they care-
fully dab them here and there with the
tiniest of cotton wads.

There is a hand whose fingers have
“fused” into a mass. A face, close-up,
without a mouth or lips. Dazed people,
returning to the city, ignorant of radio-
activity. Thousands of charred corpses
floating in the river to which they had
run—hair, clothes, and bodies ablaze—
to escape the infernal heat. Shadows of
people and plants were burned into
stone—the original having vanished for-
ever. In the wreckage of a huge school,
teachers and students together leamed
the final lesson.

There are the tears thirty-five years
after, when an otherwise composed sur-
vivor suddenly recalls the one traumatic
memory, and without warning breaks
down on camera, demolishing racist
stereotypes of the inscrutable Oriental.

We see maggots being removed from
burnt skin and organs. Stills taken two
hours after impact show hundreds of
dazed, maimed, bleeding beings sitting,
lying, standing, screaming, or wander-
ing—visions of living hell. Eamest sci-
entists, weeks after, painstakingly at-
tempt to reconstruct city maps, unable
to find streets or determine who lived
where. They ask passers-by to help re-
construct just one corner of one van-
ished street, trying by mapmaking to
find their moorings amidst the incom-
prehensible. We see mountains of
bones, uncollected after three months.

We see the half-eaten bowl of rice,
bodies of children with intestines pro-
truding, peaple with heads split open.
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Painkillers arrived only many days later.
We watch the smiling girl in her hospital
bed, many years after, charting the in-
crease in her body’s leukemia cells. An
old man remembers how a baby sucked
her dead mother’s nipples. Then he
breaks down. Another refers to “the
morning the city turned black as night
with hurricane winds.” The camera
slowly pans across an endless number of
identical jars containing grotesquely
malformed fetuses, in utero when the
blast struck.

After impact, there were no screams,
only silence. Each person, momentarily,
had his own private sun, his entire uni-
verse and being filled with it. We see
victims who shiver endlessly, uncontrol-
lably. We hear of the endless nightmares
and guilt of the survivors. They are
shunned. They receive hate mail. In the
U.S., the survivors—most of them
American citizens—cannot obtain
health coverage, physicians refuse
them, the government denies legal re-
sponsibility but wants them to partici-
pate in medical research on radiation ill-
ness. On one day a year, August 6th,
they become news and are pounced
upon by eager young journalists.

At Japan House, appearances by film-
makers and victims add to the surreal-
ist atmosphere. One deathly pale
survivor flown in from Tokyo chills the
audience by his unaccountable dozing
on stage. An American cameraman who
recorded the footage suffers from can-
cer. (Another cameraman died.) He re-
members that upon entering Nagasaki
the day after, he saw a “cinema”—
thrown together from loose boards—in
which tattered, dazed survivors watched
an American Western. On Hazel
Bishop’s This Is Your Life TV show,
seven “Hiroshima Maidens,” brought
here for medical treatment, shake hands
with the copilot of the plane that carried
the bomb. In another film, we see
present-day Hiroshima: Colonel
Sanders, Playboy Club, and tourists
gawking at A-bomb exhibits. Celine!
Kafka! Lautréamont! Pynchon!

But the image that stays lasts about a
minute. It appears in every single film;
no filmmaker can resist it. A baby lies on
what we do not know, her serious face
toward us, utterly alone. Periodically
and passively, she opens her tiny mouth
to slowly let out a scream—a long-
drawn, totally silent scream. No sound
camera was present. When it comes to
an end, as all screams must, she stops,
and the process repeats, slowly, inexora-
bly, and repeats again. It is the endless

cry of the victims of our crimes, acti-
vated every time a projector is tumed
on. She has long since died, but every
time any of these films are shown, any-
where in the world, she returns. Will she
stir us to action—or shall we remain fro-
zen in impotent gestures of pity and
remorse, of watching and writing about
films?
For 16mm rentals/sales:
The Lost Generation and Prophecy: for
forthcoming American distributor, con-
tact: Hiroshima-Nagasaki Publishing
Committee, Heiwa-kaikan 1-4-9 Shiba,
Minato-ku, Tokyo 105, Japan.
Hiroshima: Document of the Atom Bomb:
Audio-Visual Center, University of
Michigan, Ann Arbor, Mich.
Survivors: Survivors Film Project, 1765
Sutter Street, San Francisco, Calif.
94115.
Pikadon: Film Wright, 4530 18 Street,
San Francisco, Calif. 94114; or: Union
of American and Japanese Professionals
Against Nuclear Omnicide, PO Box
156, Grantham, Pa. 17027.
Hiroshima-Nagasaki: Museum of Mod-
emn Art, 11 West 53rd Street, New York,
N.Y. 10019
Hiroshima: Then, Now and Never: Hiro-
shima: the People’s Legacy: Hiroshima
Maidens: NHK, Bureauchief, 1 Rocke-
feller Plaza, Room 1430, New York,
N.Y. 10020.
Survivors of Hiroshima: Films Inc., 1144
Wilmette Avenue, Wilmette, Ill. 60091.
David Owens at Japan Society, 333
East47th Street, New York, N.Y. 10017,
will be happy to provide further infor-
mation. A listing of over 100 titles on this
subject may be obtained for $2 prepaid
from John Dowling, Chairperson,
Physics Dept., Mansfield State College,
Mansfield, Pa. 16933. (Excerpts ap-
peared in Sightlines, Vol. 15, No. 3 (c/o
EFL.A, 43 West 61st St., New York,
N.Y. 10023). Another compilation is
available from Media Network, 208
West 13th St., New York, N.Y. 10011.
Attention must also be drawn to three
outstanding books based entirely on vis-
ual materials: Briggs, When the Wind
Blows (by one of England’s foremost car-
toonists; a harrowing masterpiece;
Schocken Books, 200 Madison Avenue,
New York, N.Y. 10016); Sacred Fire (un-
forgettable compilation of heart-wren-
ching drawings done by survivors 35
years later; Pantheon Books, 201 East
50th Street, New York, N.Y. 10022); and
Days to Remember (extremely shocking
compilation of stills, prepared by the
Hiroshima-Nagasaki Publishing Com-
mittee, see address above).

2 FILMS BY JON JOST

i
LAST CHANTS FOR A

SLOW DANCE
(DEAD END)

The easiest and most disturbing of Jost's features, and to my

mind the best, LAST CHANTS conceivably gets closer to the

mentality of the alienated and seemingly motiveless killer than
either Maller or Capote.

Jonathan Rosenbaum

Film Comment

LAST CHANTS is remarkable enough in its own terms but,
remarkable though it certainly is, that would seriousiy
underestimate the film's importance. For LAST CHANTS does
what virtually no other film made in the USA in the seventies
does - it exemplifies the ibility of a ical al i
cinema, in economic. aesthetic and political terms - which does
not inevitably condemn itself in advance to an avant-garde,
elitist or otherwise narrow and sectarian audience.
Jim Hillier
Movie

Beautifully filmed and edited. LAST CHANTS has the impact of
a powerfu! short story. Truly remarkable.

Vic Skolnick
Cinema Fiim Folio

d filmic seif

Inits iliation of sophisti

with clear moral/political didactic intent, LAST CHANTS is as
close as we have come to a Brechtian Cinema. a cinema for
leaming.

David James
S. Calif. Art Journal

STAGEFRIGHT

The key questions {of alternative cinema) were posed by Jon
Jost's superb STAGEFRIGHT - a dramalic meditation on
cinema, theater. performance and politics which was too com-
plex and too rich for one screening to be satisfactory. The
ending gave the most devastating example | have ever seen of
cinema’'s power to jolt an audience out of its complacency.
Extraordinary!
Meaghan Moris
Sydney Financial Review

... One of the most powertul and shocking eruptions of violence
I've ever seen in a film. Like the killed rabbit in LAST CHANTS, it
both gratifies our desires for meaning and action and shows the
resultant blood on one’s hands in the process. As long as Jost
goes on making more films just as truthtul, t don't expect him to
win any popularity contests.
Jonathan Rosenbaum
Film Comment

For bookings and information please
telephone:

(201) 891-8240

Or write:
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Bulletin Board

February 15 is the entry deadline for
the 13th annual National Educa-
tional Film, Video and Filmstrip
Festival. Contact: Sue Davies, Na-
tional Educational Film Festival,
Learning Resource Center, Oakland
School District, 1025 Second Avenue,
Oakland CA 94606. 415/465-6885.

IMAGE Film/Video Center will
present the 7th Atlanta Independent
Film and Video Festival, April 12-
17. Deadline for applications is Febru-
ary 25. Write c/o 972 Peachtree Street,
suite 213, Atlanta GA 30309 for infor-
mation and application forms. 404/874-
4756.

CONTRIBUTORS

Sue Adamo is managing editor of
Video Games magazine in New York.
David Chute writes on film and rock
music for The L.A. Herald Examiner.
Marcia Froelke Coburn writes for
The Chicago Reader. John Engstrom
appears in The Boston Globe. John
Kenneth Galbraith is the Paul M.
Warburg Professor of Economics,
Emeritus, at Harvard University and
former U.S. ambassador to India.
Richard Gehr is assistant editor at The
L.A. Reader. Joan Goodman is a Lon-
don-based freelancer who appears in
The London Observer and The London

Times. Richard T. Jameson writes for
The Reader in Seattle. Marc Mancini
teaches film at University of Southern
California and West Los Angeles Col-
lege. Ken Mate is S. California editor
of CitySports magazine. Playgirl senior
editor Pat McGilligan’s Cagney: The
Actor As Auteur (Oak Tree) is in its
third edition. Mike Moore, former
writer on The CBS Morning News with
Charles Kuralt, currently heads Great
Bay Productions, a broadcast syndica-
tor. Mitch Tuchman is senior editor
of the Oral History program at UCLA.
Amos Vogel covers independent film
and video in New York.

PHOTO CREDITS: ABC Arts: p.
54. Chicago Film Festival: P. 6. Co-
lumbia Pictures: p. 15(2), 16 (1, 2), 27,
28, 30, 31. By Perry Greenberg: p. 33.
Goodman Associates: p. 51, 56. By Ja-
cob Holdt: p. 22, 23 (1, 2), 24.
Houghton Mifflin: p. 26. By Harlan
Jacobson: p. 34 (1, 2), 35 (1, 2), 36 (1,
2,3,4,5). Kodak: p. 49. MGM/UA: p.
16 (5, 8), 19 (3, 5). New York Film
Festival: p. 19 (6). Museum of Modern
Art/Film Stills Archive: p. 58, 61, 63,
65, 67, 68. Orion: p. 2. Paramount: p.
16 (9), 19 (1). PBS: p. 78. By Bill
Pierce, Time Inc.: p. 21 (Annie
wreath). By Martha Swope: p. 53. 20th
Century Fox: p. 16 (4). Showtime: p.
55. Universal Pictures: p. 11, 13, 15
(1), 16 (3, 6, 7, 10), 19 (4). Video
Games Magazine: p. 33, 37, 39 (1, 2,
3), 40, 41, 42 (1, 2, 3). Amos Vogel: p.
76. Warner Brothers: p. 19 (2). By
Dennis White: p. 59.

The16th

Internatlonal

Tournee of
Animation

“It’'s the most effervescent,
imaginative selection in
years, with something to
intrigue all age groups in
the family.”

Judy Stone
San Francisco Chronicle

t‘

A festival of 20 award-winning animated films of fiction and fantasy from
around the world, highlighted by Academy Award Winner, THE FLY; Acad-
emy Nominee, HISTORY OF THE WORLD IN 3 MINUTES FLAT; Ottawa
Festival Grand Prix Winner, the outrageous UBU; and winners from major
festivals at Zagreb, Ottawa, and Berlin.

A feature-length program available for rental from:

gi/m Wig/ll

4530 18th Street
San Francisco, Calif. 94114
(415) 863-6100

SEND $3

FOR THE

BIGGEST

VIDEO MOVIE

CATALOG

Gets 'em first —
has ‘em all’

EVER!
Movies Unlimited has ’em all:

- Hot new titles + Movie classics « Sci-Fi
«TV shows - Cartoons . Cult classics
«Specialty & collector’s items

‘ur
Add an extra $1 for our

sizzling Adult Video catalog or
send $1 for our super Super 8 catalog

(catalog fees refundable with first order)

6736 Castor Ave. » Phila., Pa. 19149
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