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THE SUN FELL ON THEIR HEADS

This piece was written after seeing the exhibition 
‘Metamorphosis of Japan After The War’ 

at Open Eye Gallery, Liverpool, 
22 January to 26 April 2015.

The exhibition begins with a photograph taken on the
day the war ended. The caption tells us that on hearing
the news of his country’s surrender, Hiroshi Hamaya im-
pulsively ran outside and took a picture of the sun, which
he titled ‘The Sun on the Day of Defeat’. It is a simple,
graphic image that elicits a simple, obvious interpreta-
tion, but one that is probably wrong.

The blinding flash of the atomic bombs which destroyed
Hiroshima and Nagasaki was likened to “the sun falling
on their heads”. History as written by the victors, tells
us that this event made Japan surrender and ended the
war. But authors including Paul Ham in ‘Hiroshima Na-
gasaki’, suggest that this generally accepted version of
history is too simplistic, although convenient for both the
victors and the vanquished.
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Japan surrendered to the USA on 15 August 1945, nine
days after Hiroshima and six days after Nagasaki. What
is usually left out of this chronology is crucially, the sur-
render came seven days after Russia declared war on
Japan and invaded Japanese-held territory. 

America was able to decode secret Japanese diplomatic
cables and knew of their desperate attempts to get Russia
(with whom they had a non-aggression pact) to broker a
peace deal with America. Japanese records show the Rus-
sian entry into the war was a greater concern to the
Japanese leadership than the bombings.The main reason
given for dropping the bombs was to save the lives that
would be lost in an invasion of Japan. But again, this is
not the whole story. What is now forgotten are the moral
debates the Americans themselves had over using the
bomb. By this point Japan had been made militarily im-
potent. Firstly, by a naval blockade that cut off its supply
of raw materials and had left much of its army stranded
overseas, unable to return to defend the home islands.
And secondly by the American’s total air supremacy,
which allowed them to systematically destroy Japanese
cities with conventional and incendiary bombing. For ex-
ample, on 9 March 1945, Tokyo was firebombed, killing
an estimated 100,000 people.

The need to physically invade Japan to defeat it, was it-
self being questioned. The invasion was planned for late
1945, with victory assured but unlikely until 1946. 
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By this time Russia would have occupied territory previ-
ously held by the Japanese. Some of this territory had in
fact been taken from the Russian Empire by the Japanese
in their war of 1905. 

The Americans were wary of a Russian presence in Asia,
so wanted the war to end before Russia made gains. U.S.
– Soviet relations were rapidly deteriorating in Europe
after the defeat of Germany in May 1945. Russia was es-
tablishing what was intended to be a permanent influence
and presence in Eastern Europe. America wanted the Pa-
cific to be its sphere of influence.

So, the bombs were used to shock the Japanese into a
quick surrender, but were also intended to send a mes-
sage to Russia of the power of America’s monopoly of
atomic weapons. Within a month of the Japanese surren-
der, American planners had drawn up a list of Russian
cities they would have to bomb in a third world war and
calculated how many bombs they would need to do it.
Unknown to them, Russian espionage and scientific
prowess would give them their own bomb by 1949. So,
rather than being the end of the Second World War, the
atomic bombs should be thought of as the beginning of
the Cold War. Rather than a vanquished enemy to be
punished for Pearl Harbour, occupied Japan was to be
rebuilt as an ally of America. Japan’s industry was helped
by the Cold War heating up with the Korean War. 
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Also, elements in the Japanese leadership were able to
maintain that they had not been defeated on the battle-
field, and could use the massive civilian casualties to por-
tray themselves as victims of American atrocities rather
than the perpetrators of their own.

So, if Hamaya was not thinking of the flash of the atomic
bomb when he photographed the sun, maybe he was say-
ing that even in defeat, the sun would still rise, or making
a reference to “Nippon” (the Japanese word for their
country means “sun-origin”) or maybe he wasn’t think-
ing of anything. 



– 11 –

-II-

PRAY FOR NAGASAKI

It’s sometimes sneeringly said that Americans 
don't do irony. But sometimes they do 

things with ironic results. 

Seventy-Five years ago, the Enola Gay, a B29 bomber,
flew over the Japanese city of Kokura. Three days earlier
it had dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima. Today,
its role was to check the weather over Kokura to see if
another B29, called “Bockscar” (Box Car), would drop
an atomic bomb on a second Japanese city. It found
Kokura covered in cloud. The crew of Bockscar had in-
structions to bomb only if they could see the target, de-
spite the aircraft’s ability to bomb blind. After three failed
attempts to get a visual fix on the aiming point, using
precious fuel they would need to get back to base, they
flew on to their secondary target. And so people in
Kokura would live and people in Nagasaki would die.

The residents of Nagasaki had thought themselves for-
tunate to have largely escaped the American’s air raids,
which had used conventional high explosive and incen-
diary bombs to destroy over sixty Japanese cities. 

– 11 –
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Nagasaki had by far the largest and oldest Christian pop-
ulation in Japan, even between 1600 and 1850 when
being a Christian was a capital crime in Japan.

The city’s residents assumed this was why it had been
spared the firestorms. After all, weren’t the allies Chris-
tians? Three weeks earlier the Americans had chosen a
Christian word ‘Trinity’ as the code name for the first
atomic test explosion. And that very morning Lutheran
and Catholic chaplains had blessed the American air
crews as they set off to create Hell on Earth.

In fact Nagasaki along with Hiroshima, Niigata, Kyoto
and Kokura made up a list of cities the U.S. target selec-
tion committee had told commanders not to attack.
These cities would be spared conventional bombing and
kept intact for nuclear attack. If there was little left stand-
ing to knock over it would be harder to measure the ef-
fectiveness of the new atomic weapons. 

Kyoto was removed from the list as one of the committee
members had studied there and argued for its historical
importance. The allies did not want be thought of as cul-
tural barbarians after their imminent victory.

The supreme irony of the Nagasaki Christian commu-
nity’s belief that their faith and presence protected the
city came at 11:02am during Morning Mass. The bomb
exploded 500 metres above St. Mary’s Urakami Cathedral. 
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The Cathedral was the largest in the East, and (along
with the adjacent Mitsubishi Armaments Complex) one
of the few distinctive shapes visible from the 31,000 feet
the aircraft would bomb from. Most of Nagasaki's
Christians did not survive the blast. 6,000 died instantly,
including all who were at confession. Of the 12,000 bap-
tised church members, 8,500 of them eventually died as
a result of injuries and radiation effects. 

Bockscar landed back at its base on Tinian Island in the
South Pacific, running out of fuel whilst still rolling down
the runway. It ended up on display at the National Mu-
seum of the US Air Force, at Wright-Patterson Air Force
Base in Dayton Ohio. 

The ship that had delivered the Enola Gay’s bomb, which
was dropped on Hiroshima was sunk as it was sailing
back to the USA.
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-III-

THE VICTORS WRITE THE HISTORY 
(AND LABEL THE EXHIBITS)

In 2014, I went to see the  aeroplane which 
dropped the first atomic bomb

History is written by the victors – Sometimes they leave
bits out, but you might not find the missing bits in mu-
seums. The way artefacts are obtained, chosen, cate-
gorised and interpreted gives meanings to inanimate
objects. In Britain there is an ongoing debate about de-
colonialising institutions whose contents can be seen as
the plunder of Empire. The USA has strong founding
myths that are rarely challenged by its institutions, even
recent events such as 9/11 are presented in a strictly one-
sided narrative. 

Seventy-five years ago in 1945, Enola Gay, a Boeing 
B-29 ‘Superfortress’ aircraft named after the pilot’s
mother, dropped the atomic bomb on Hiroshima. 
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The atomic bombing had been described by the then
President, Harry Truman as, “The greatest thing in his-
tory”. The event is usually understood as ending the Sec-
ond World War, some have interpreted it as the first shot
in the Cold War. Either way, the aircraft was recognised
as having historical significance, although it remained on
active service for another year. It was transferred from
the air force’s inventory to that of the Smithsonian – the
group of museums run by the US Government “for the
increase and diffusion of knowledge”. But its 141-foot
wingspan meant it wasn’t going to be an easy fit into any
display cabinet, so it was partly dismantled and moved
around for the next 15 years, falling into disrepair and
losing bits along the way to souvenir hunters. 

With the 50th anniversary of the bombing approaching
in 1995, the Smithsonian planned to display the partially
restored fuselage in an exhibition ‘The Crossroads: The
End of World War II, the Atomic Bomb and the Cold
War’, which was intended to use the object as a way of
explaining how this one event had set the shape of the
world for the next half century  and why Enola Gay had
a significance any other B-29 would not. 

The planning of the exhibition turned into a battle be-
tween historians who thought museums were places
where history was explained and debated and critics, es-
pecially from the American Legion and the Air Force As-
sociation (like the NRA, but with tanks and missiles)
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The Victors Write the History

who objected to any discussion in the exhibition about
the military or moral justification for the bombing. 

They were particularly critical of the intention to display
items from the collection of the Hiroshima Peace Mu-
seum including a somewhat smaller piece of aluminum –
a melted child’s lunch box. A number of politicians
waded in, aware the populist appeal of portraying them-
selves as pro-veteran and anti-intellectual. The frankly
depressing story is told in ‘History Wars’ a collection of
essays edited by Edward T. Linenthal and Tom Engel-
hardt (Metropolitan Books, 1996). 

The fallout (pun intended) led to the exhibition being
cancelled and the resignation of the Museum’s director.
The aircraft went on to be fully restored and put on per-
manent display at Washington Dulles International Air-
port in the Steven F. Udvar-Hazy Center, an annex of the
Smithsonian’s Air and Space Museum. It is still there –
its massiveness even alongside a Concorde, or a Space
Shuttle gives it an undeniable ‘presence’. But its labeling
– how it is presented to visitors – follows the Museum’s
standard form of listing wingspan, weight, top speed, en-
gines etc. That this particular aircraft dropped the atom
bomb on Hiroshima is mentioned, but there is no discus-
sion about what that event meant and why it happened.
That event was contested at the time, but 75 years later
it is generally understood only in a simplistic, superficial
way. Which is what some people want.
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PICTURING ARMAGEDDON

The photographic record (and lack thereof) 
of Hiroshima

On 6 August 1945, the Americans dropped an atomic
bomb on the Japanese city of Hiroshima. It killed tens of
thousands of people instantly and over the days and
years that followed, killed many more. It was the culmi-
nation of the Manhattan Project, the biggest, most ex-
pensive and most secret programme of the Second World
War. U.S. President Harry Truman was moved to de-
scribe the atomic bomb as “…the greatest thing in his-
tory”. It certainly changed the world, which for ever after
has lived in the shadow of the mushroom cloud. 
A week after Hiroshima, James Reston in The New York
Times reflected:

“In that terrible flash 10,000 miles away, men here have
seen not only the fate of Japan, but have glimpsed the fu-
ture of America”.
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We have come to understand many of the key moments
of modern history through the photographic record.
Given the magnitude of the event, there are surprisingly
few images of the first atomic bombing. This prompted
novelist Mary McCarthy in 1946 to describe this lack as,
“a kind of hole in human history.” A hole at the moment
that marked either the end of the Second World War, or
the beginning of the Cold War. The lack of images is
partly by accident and partly by design. There are two
Hiroshimas. They each illustrate and reinforce either a
heroic or a tragic narrative. Heroic as seen by the victors
above and tragic by the victims below the mushroom cloud.

The Americans would take three sorts of photograph
from above Hiroshima. Firstly, the historical record of
the first military use of an atomic weapon. Secondly, sci-
entific and reconnaissance photographs that would mea-
sure and develop this new destructive force. And thirdly,
unofficial snapshots taken by crew members as souvenirs.
But when we think of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima
most of us don’t think of any of these. Rather what
comes to mind is the earlier Trinity test explosion in New
Mexico, or the later bomb dropped on Nagasaki or one
of the spectacular tests of the 1950s. Or, we think of ab-
stract ideas, a generic mushroom cloud rather than the
actual mushroom cloud that rose thousands of feet above
Hiroshima. Or symbols, such as the twisted metal dome
of the Exhibition Hall that today houses the Hiroshima
Peace Museum.
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Picturing Armageddon

Enola Gay, the Boeing B29 ‘Superfortress’ bomber which
dropped the weapon, was accompanied over the city by
two other B29s, Necessary Evil, which was charged with
“strike observation and photography” and The Great
Artiste, which would drop scientific equipment by
parachute to measure the explosion. 

The aircraft were equipped with fixed automatic cameras,
none of these actually managed to recorded the blast.
Fortunately for posterity, just before the mission, the
squadron’s photography officer, Lieutenant Jerome Ossip,
asked Enola Gay’s tail gunner Technical Sergeant Bob
Caron to take a handheld Fairchild K-20 still camera
with him. 

Film from another handheld camera was mishandled in
the darkroom, so Caron’s pictures turned out to be the
only official still images of the explosion. One of these
was immediately used on a propaganda leaflet that was
dropped all over Japan the following day. A second sim-
ilar photograph was used a few days later in newspapers. 

On board The Great Artiste, physicist Bernard Waldman,
was charged with recording the blast using a special high-
speed Fastax movie camera which running at thousands
of frames per second, meant it could record just six sec-
onds of footage. Unfortunately, he forgot to open the
camera shutter, so none of the film was exposed. 
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Fortunately, Harold Agnew, another physicist using a
handheld 16mm movie camera, took the seconds of
shaky colour movie footage of the mushroom cloud as it
rose. About a minute later, Second Lieutenant Russell
Gackenback, the Navigator of Necessary Evil, took two
still photographs of the cloud using his own German
made Agfa 620 camera, which was sold at a Bonhom’s
auction in 2014.

By chance it seems that another American aircraft was
flying off course near Hiroshima. Aircrews had been told
to avoid the area, but Jack Economos and his crew didn’t
get the message and were flying a routine photo mission
when at 8:15am the tail gunner reported seeing a B29
flying the opposite direction and moments later a big
flash. Crewman John McGlohon said, “There was a bril-
liant flash below our plane. The light was as if someone
had fired a big flashbulb directly in your eyes”. 

McGlohon activated the plane’s camera, unwittingly
catching the mushroom cloud from above before it rose
past their 27,000 altitude. They continued with their mis-
sion before returning to their airbase at Guam, where
their films were delivered to the dark rooms which were
already processing the films from the Enola Gay mission.
Although after the war McGlohon would tell people
what he had seen, he did not get to see his pictures until
50 years later, and later still before his story was proved.
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Picturing Armageddon

Several crew members on the actual mission would write
about those few minutes over Hiroshima. Bob Caron
who in the Enola Gay’s tail gunner’s position was the
first person to see the explosion, wrote in his book, ‘Fire
of a Thousand Suns’, how he “kept shooting pictures…
All the time describing on the intercom… The mushroom
itself was a spectacular sight, a bubbling mass of purple-
gray smoke and you could see it had a red core in it and
everything was burning inside”.

Until the atom bomb was dropped, Hiroshima had been
largely spared conventional attack. The Americans took
detailed aerial reconnaissance photographs of the city be-
fore and after the bomb, which were compared to assess
its destructive capability.

On the ground there are thought to be just 35 pho-
tographs taken in Hiroshima on the day the atom bomb
was dropped. Four photos of the burning city, five photos
of wounded residents, one of a truck transporting victims
and 25 photos of the mushroom cloud. In the case of 29
of these photographs, the negatives or prints are pre-
served in Hiroshima’s Peace Memorial Museum or by
newspaper companies. The negatives or prints for the re-
maining photos, cannot be located, though they once ap-
peared in print. Five of the 35 were taken by Yoshito
Matsushige, a photographer for the Chugoku Shimbun
newspaper. 
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He later described his experiences:

“The scene I saw through the finder was too cruel. Among
the hundreds of injured persons of whom you cannot tell
the difference between male and female, there were chil-
dren screaming ‘It’s hot, it’s hot!’ and infants crying over
the body of their mother who appeared to be already
dead. I tried to pull myself together by telling myself that
I’m a news cameraman, and it is my duty and privilege
to take a photograph, even if it is just one, and even if
people take me as a devil or a cold-hearted man. I finally
managed to press the shutter, but when I looked through
the finder for the second time, the object was blurred by tears”.

Matsushige had two rolls of 12 exposure film with him
and developed his shots that night in water from a stream
that had been irradiated. 

A second atomic bomb was used on Nagasaki on 9 Au-
gust, Japan surrendered on 15 August and America oc-
cupied the country. A month after the bombs, the
occupying force essentially banned photography in Hi-
roshima, with a phrase that recalled the polite eu-
phemisms of Japanese edicts, “Nothing shall be printed
which might, directly or by inference, disturb public tran-
quility”. A number of photographs were confiscated, and
the Japanese people themselves saw virtually no depic-
tions of what had happened.
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However, thousands of photographs were being taken in
Hiroshima by the United States Strategic Bombing Survey.
These forensically documented the destruction. Every
building was examined to collect data on the destructive
power of the new weapon. This information would be
used to investigate how American cities would survive a
nuclear attack. Within a few years the development of
the hydrogen bomb meant they wouldn’t. There are no
people in the photographs. Indeed the ‘Hibakusha’ – the
injured survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and those
born afterwards with radiological defects – would be
shunned by the Japanese themselves even as they accused
the Americans of wanting to study the injured more than
help them. 

The American occupation ended in April 1952 and in
August of that year the magazine Asahi Gurafu published
a portfolio of photographs of Hiroshima. Life magazine’s
29 September 1952 issue hailed Yoshito Matsushige’s as
the “First Pictures—Atom Blasts Through Eyes of Vic-
tims”. Later, photographs by Yamahata Yosuke taken in
Nagasaki the day after it was bombed were published.
There were also several hours of film footage of nuclear
destruction taken by Japanese cameramen in the weeks
after the bombing. This was confiscated and not declas-
sified by the U.S. government until the mid-1960s when
it was edited into a short documentary called ‘Hiroshima
Nagasaki, 1945’. 
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In 1957, photographer Domon Ken published an influ-
ential study of the Hibakusha, which brought them to
the public’s attention.

In a curious footnote, 701 of the photographs from the
United States Strategic Bombing Survey were found by
Don Levy in an old trunk that had been left out for rub-
bish collectors in a suburban street in Watertown, Mas-
sachusetts. They were first shown in a small exhibition
in 2009 and then to much wider audience in 2011 on the
tenth anniversary of 9/11 as ‘Hiroshima: Ground Zero
1945’ curated by Erin Barnett for the International Cen-
tre of Photography in New York, which was then not far
from the Ground Zero of the World Trade Centre.

A list of the known photographs taken in Hiroshima is at:
http://www.pcf.city.hiroshima.jp/virtual/Virtual
Museum_e/exhibit_e/exh1202_e/exh120212_e.html
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David Dunnico is an artist and writer from 
Manchester in the UK 

The pictures used in this book are
from his postcard collection

You can see what he is getting 
up to on his blog

www.dunni.co.uk
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POSTCARDS FROM MCR
A6 (148x105mm) softback, 
68 pages, 150 colour photos

What if postcards showed
the truth about a city?
What would they look like if
the pictures were picked by
sociologists instead of mar-
keting managers?

If you were lucky you’d end
up with these 150 photos of
Manchester being Mancunian.

Warm and witty

I LUV MCR
North of Psychogeography
A6 (148x105mm) softback, 
72 pages, 49 colour & b/w 
photographs and maps

11 true if slightly strange sto-
ries about the city. Together
they show how Manchester
leads the way in turning its
citizens into consumers.

Amusingly acidic

STATUESQUE
Public sculpture
A6 (148x105mm) softback, 
78 pages, 85 colour photos

Statues don't tell you much
about who they depict but
tell you an awful lot about
who put them up and why. 

Why do we put statues up?
Why do we tear them down?
How did Manchester end up
with two statues of Chopin,
two of Engels and none of
Graham Stringer?

‘Mancunian Peculiars’ are amusing + acidic; entertaining +
educational; contrary + collectable pamphlets about Manchester…
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GRAFFITISM
Street art in Manchester
A6 (148x105mm) softback, 
48 pages, 100 colour photos

Not a collection of the city's
best street art, but a more
critical look at how “vandal-
ism” became mainstream vi-
sual culture and whether the
vandals had more to say.

Funnier than it sounds 

STREET TREES
Photographs of urban trees
A6 (148x105mm) softback, 
48 pages, 50 colour photos

Nature never looked as unatu-
ral as in this collection of pho-
tographs, which mixes satire
and social comment.

“Suburbia is where they bulldoze
the trees and then name the

streets after them"

LANDMARKED
Modern buildings 
A6 (148x105mm) softback, 
52 pages, 38 colour & b/w
photographs

A photography collection of
the  best known modern build-
ings in Manchester,  the good,
the bad and the indifferent. 

Gets behind the cladding

Mancunian Peculiars are available in a (very) select
(very) few bookshops or from www.dunni.co.uk/shop
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UNAMERICAN 
ACTIVITIES

Books from a visual arts project 
about aspects of U.S. culture

ATOMIC
Four stories about photogra-
phy and the bombing of the
Japanese cities of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki

A6 (148x105mm) softback,
32 pages, 6 colour and b/w
photographs and postcards
from the author’s collection.

“In that terrible flash 10,000
miles away, men have seen
not only the fate of Japan,
but have glimpsed the fu-
ture of America.”

NEW YORK’S DEAD
Eight true stories about death
in Gotham.

A6 (148x105mm) softback, 
52 pages, Original colour
photographs and postcards
from the author’s collection.

She jumped and made a
beutiful corpse. 

The most famous woman you
never heard of. 

The destruction of NYC on
the big screen.

MACHINE GUNNERS
The Liberace Museum was
closed, so we went to the gun
store instead and had a
grand day out in Las Vegas.

A6 (148x105mm) softback, 
36 pages, original colour 
photographs.

TAXI DRIVER: “Wow – Murder-
ers in England sure have to
work hard to kill someone!
Using a knife or strangling
someone, that’s hard work.
It’s a lot easier with a gun.”

US: “!”



      
    







“In that terrible flash 10,000 miles away, 
men here have seen not only the fate of Japan, 

but have glimpsed the future of America”

UNAMERICAN 
ACTIVITIES


