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I am grateful to colleagues from the Hiroshima Peace Platform for inviting me to take part in
a fellowship in Hiroshima in December 2025 as part of my role as an Affiliate Researcher at
The Open University, UK.

The fellowship gave me an opportunity to conduct research with hibakusha (as survivors of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki are known) as well as with students and teachers at Hiroshima

Municipal Motomachi High School on the Genbaku no E (Jii/&#D#2), Atomic Bomb

Paintings project. During my stay I was also able to conduct valuable research at various
museums and archival facilities in the city. In the last week of the fellowship. I conducted
similar research in Nagasaki.

In his address for the 2024 Nobel Peace Prize Award Ceremony for Nihon Hidankyo,
Jorgen Watnes Frydnes wrote:

‘Memories can imprison us, cut us off, prevent us from moving on. But they can also be a
catalyst for new life, a safeguard against forgetfulness, and a tool for honouring those who
have suffered. Memory work can be an act of resistance, a force for change. For this, we need
all our institutions of memory: history writing, documentation and education as well as
personal testimony, literature and art.

[...]

One day, the Hibakusha (sic.) will no longer be among us as witnesses to history. But with a
strong culture of remembrance and a continuing commitment, younger generations in Japan
and elsewhere are carrying forward the experience and the message of the witnesses.

[...]

But they must not bear this responsibility alone. We all have a duty to fulfil the mission of the
Hibakusha. Their moral compass is our inheritance. It is now our turn. Disarmament efforts
require insistent public appeals and sustained pressure. A new generation of brave voices,
interested students and willing teachers is needed.’

We live in an age where there is increasing pressure on us to pass on our memories through
social media and Al rather than in face-to-face settings. The preservation of human memory
seems more fragile than ever. Memory however cannot exist in isolation or be reproduced by
Al Human memory is dynamic and exists in a social and psychological context. It can be
aided by technology however recorded memory only becomes meaningful through dialogue
in real time. Motomachi Municipal High School was located very close to ground zero and
369 students and faculty members fell victim to the bomb there. Since 2007, the Creative
Expression Course at Motomachi has worked with hibakusha to create narrative artworks
depicting scenes witnessed by hibakusha. Teachers guide students to work with survivors
over several sessions to create an oil painting or series of oil paintings which tell an untold
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story. There were only a handful of photos taken in the immediate aftermath of the bombing
of Hiroshima (there are more photos of the aftermath of Nagasaki due to differing
circumstances there) and many hibakusha do not wish to ‘go back’ either literally or
metaphorically. However, the absence of tens of thousands of memories represents a lacuna
which we can only try to fill through the efforts of surviving hibakusha to reconstruct their
painful recollections.

My research question focused on teachers’ and students’ motivations for initiating and
participating in the oil painting project, Genbaku No E. I wanted to know how students
succeed in developing a relationship with hibakusha over the 6—10-month period of their
participation in the atomic bomb oil painting project. I also wanted to find out more about
hibakusha motivations for collaborating with students.

Each picture represents an untold story which is both vital for reconstructing Hiroshima’s
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history, but is also deeply personal. I spoke with hibakusha Masaki Hironaka, & * IE45, born

in 1939. He has worked with Motomachi pupils on paintings of various parts of his survival
story. He also participated in many local peace activities, finally training as an official atomic
bomb witness (shogensha) with the City of Hiroshima in 2022. This has allowed him to share
his experiences more widely and he is now in the process of working with ‘legacy
ambassadors’ (denshosha) who are learning his story so it can be conveyed long into the
future.

I observed how he puts his motto, ‘grateful for life, live in the present’ into practice. He
showed care and concern for every aspect of the pupils’ representations of his story of
survival after the bomb, sometimes demonstrating details that were difficult for them to
imagine or to research. The widespread hibakusha practice of making all human beings part
of their community of concern was also evident in the way he showed respect for young
people going through the technically and emotionally challenging process of creating an oil
painting of a hibakusha story.

The completion of an atomic bomb oil painting requires a triangular relationship between
student, survivor and painting over at least a 6-month period culminating in an exhibition of
students’ work. Such exhibitions then inspire other young people to join the project.

Anna Ezaki, (YL #7%%), a second-year Motomachi Genbaku No E student who presented

her work at the exhibition on 13" December, told me she first encountered hibakusha
experiences when they came to read their testimony around August 6 at her junior high
school. Around that time, Ezaki realized the power of creativity to convey hibakusha
testimony: ‘As August 6th approached, I felt that I had to pass on the baton; I never thought
that [ would be able to contribute to peace. When I said I wanted to apply to Motomachi so I
could participate in Genbaku No E, my art teacher said it would be tough and the
responsibility would be huge. But I really wanted to contribute to peace in a meaningful way,
so [ applied to study here.’



Genbaku No E has been widely featured on the BBC, NHK and other broadcast media
achieving worldwide renown. An invaluable archive of over 200 pictures is now housed in
the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. That was not the case when I first visited
Motomachi Municipal High School ten years ago.

My first visit coincided with my attendance of the World Nuclear Victims Forum in
November 2015. I went to visit the school with hibakusha Keiko Ogura, /N& T, born in

1937, who is an official atomic bomb witness and was, at that time, in the process of sharing
her untold story with students. Back then, she conveyed to me the importance to her of
revisiting the site of her former family home with students to try to capture the detail of her
experience of exposure to the atomic bomb so that it could be accurately represented in the
students’ paintings. Such visits can trigger fraught and painful memories, given the wanton
destructive power of the bomb.

As Ogura writes in the introduction to a recent catalogue for an exhibition of Motomachi
Municipal High School paintings: ‘Each painting is the result of repeated, painful
deliberations between the hibakusha and the student over a six-to-ten-month period’ (Ogura
2025).

The weekend following my research, I had the opportunity to see the finished works from this
year’s Genbaku No E cohort on display alongside other finished artworks in the Sakura room
at the Hiroshima International Conference Center as well as to attend the students’ and
teachers’ presentation on 13™ December. Viewing many paintings displayed together, I noted
that many Genbaku no E oil paintings narrate the stories of friends or family members trying
desperately to help one another in the aftermath of the atomic bombing. As Dag
Hammerskjold, one of the founding directors of the UN, wrote, the protection of the human
family should be our primary concern, beyond the interests of nations and states
(Hammerskjold 2023; 1964).

On 21% December, in the third week of the Fellowship I gave a 10-minute presentation, which
reflects on my findings as part of the Hiroshima Peace Platform symposium at Hiroshima

Peace Memorial Museum.

I am writing this in 2026 which marks the 80" Anniversary of the first UN General Assembly
meeting, held at Methodist Central Hall in London. Back then one of the first items on the
agenda was ‘the elimination from national armaments of atomic weapons’, so, now, perhaps

more than ever, it is vital to reflect on the way in which hibakusha memories are being
preserved, passed on and reconceived through the generations, focussing especially on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

Elizabeth Chappell © 2026
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