The Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park and Museum, Hiroshima, Japan

This diverse and wide-ranging site is as much about the future as it is about the past.
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LOCATION

Geographic coordinates: 34.392476, 132.4524

INTRODUCTION

In August 1949, Japan’s Hiroshima Peace Memorial City Construction Law decreed that the city itself should henceforth be presented a symbol of peace. The central component of this plan was the construction of the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park and Museum. In the years since, Peace Memorial Park has been in a continuous state of evolution.

Located in the center of the city, the park is comprised of a wide variety of monuments and buildings, each dedicated to different populations affected by the bombing. Among them are the ruins of the Hiroshima Prefectural Industrial Promotion Hall, now called the Genbaku Dome, which was the only structure left standing in the area where the atomic bomb exploded. In 1996, UNESCO designated the Genbaku Dome a World Heritage Site. The United States registered strong objections.
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DESIGN

The Peace Memorial Park was designed by Kenzo Tange, who won a design competition sponsored by the city of Hiroshima.  Entrants were asked to develop a comprehensive proposal for the entire memorial park and all related facilities. 

Tange’s vision for the park was to create a universal and accessible symbol of peace and hope for Hiroshima.  The buildings and monuments are low-rise but majestic, built in what Tange referred to as a merging of “human scale and social human scale.”  The design is intentionally international and non-specific to Japan, because Tange felt that a symbol of eternal peace must be structure that unites all people.

“Peace does not come naturally; instead it has to be sought and obtained,” Tange said in a 1949 interview. “Peace is not what Mother Nature or Divinity bestows upon you but you practice and create it. This Hiroshima peace facility is not only for commemorating restored peace but for creating peace in a constructive way. We thought the facility we were about to work on had to be a factory where peace shall be created.” 

The Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, located at the center of the park, contains a seminar room, library, temporary exhibition area, and victims' information area. Near the entrance of the museum is a clock frozen at 8:15, the time the bomb went off.  One of museum’s mort stunning features is The Hall of Remembrance, which contains a 360-degree panorama of the destroyed Hiroshima recreated using 140,000 tiles - the number of people estimated to have died from the bomb by the end of 1945.

Near the center of the park is the Flame of Peace, which has burned continuously since it was lit on August 1, 1964, and is meant to burn "until the day when all such weapons shall have disappeared from the earth."  The Flame of Peace is located on one side of the narrow Pond of Peace.  Standing opposite the flame is the Cenotaph for the A-Bomb Victims, designed by Tange, which resembles an ancient arch-shaped house and is inscribed with the words, “Let all the souls here rest in peace, for we shall not repeat the evil.”  Under the arch, a stone chest holds a registry all the names of people who died as a result of the bombing.

Across the river is the Children’s Peace Monument, where a statue of a girl with out-stretched arms and a crane rising above her is dedicated to the memory of the children who died as a result of the bombing. The statue is based on the true story of a young girl who died from radiation. She believed that if she only folded 1,000 paper cranes, she would be cured. In her honor, people from all around the world have folded paper cranes and mailed them to Hiroshima.
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DISCUSSION

Multifaceted, multilayered, and backed by strong state support, the Peace Memorial Park has been looked on as a model by other ambitious memorial projects. Commemoration is just one reason the park exists. It also explicitly seeks to stand against nuclear weapons and nuclear proliferation, and to educate and influence students and visitors on questions of war and peace. Individual memory and the concerns of the world community are given equal emphasis. (This approach can be contrasted with the current plans for the World Trade Center memorial, where individual memory and victim narratives look likely to take strong precedence over civic space and the exploration of larger community questions.)

The site is also notable for its multiplicity of narratives. The city has given space to a wide range of groups, and their memorials represent a diverse range of aesthetics, culture, and concerns. The gradual growth of the park also allows for layers of history-telling; visitors can trace Japan’s evolving attitudes toward its own past, especially its own role in World War II. 

The competing narratives of the park have not been without their tensions. For example, among the approximately 200,000 people killed by the bomb and its effects were around 35,000 Koreans, many of whom had been brought to Japan by force during World War II and not allowed to return home. In 1993, Yuri Kitaoka argued in this editorial that Peace Memorial Park had snubbed the Korean victims.  In 1999, after long delays, the Monument in Memory of the Korean Victims of the Atomic Bomb was finally moved inside the park.
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RESOURCES

Contact

Address: Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, 1-2 Nakajima-cho, Naka-ku, Hiroshima, 730-0811, Japan

Telephone: (082) 241 4004

Web resources

Arch-Hiroshima has a selection of Kenzo Tange's writings from the Japanese architecture magazine Shinkenchiku, commenting on his design and process. Japan’s Agency for Cultural Affairs has its World Heritage Site application documents for Genbaku Dome and a chronology of the memorial and the dome. The US Department of Energy has facts about the history of the bomb and its toll on Hiroshima. The city of Hiroshima has information on the annual Peace Memorial Ceremony. On Slate, Ron Rosenbaum reflects on his 2008 visit to the park. 
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