
 

Dr. Mara Miller, who has 
been a plenary speaker at 
the Hiroshima Peace Cul-
ture Institute and has 
taught the bombings in her 
classes in film, philosophy, 
and Japanese art history, 

explores these two questions, and shows how two amazing Japa-
nese anime feature films, Barefoot Gen and Grave of the Fireflies 
(pictured at right), can become major resources for teaching 
about the horrors of modern warfare. 
 
The films are based on autobiographical accounts of the Ameri-
can attacks on Japan before the end of World War II: Barefoot Gen, on the atomic bombing 
of Hiroshima, and Grave of the Fireflies on the carpet bombing of Nagoya. An overarching 
objective is to help audiences—which were intended to include children as well as adults—
confront the worst realities of historical experience of devastating mass trauma.  
 
How do they do this? What makes it possible for audiences to experience these films with-
out being overwhelmed by the graphic depiction of war? In spite of their differences, the 

two films adopt similar strategies in narrative struc-
ture and in the visual resources used to comfort 
viewers. As a result, although the films are difficult, 
they provide resources any of us can use to probe 
some of the darkest issues presented by modern ex-
perience.  
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The Fukushima Nuclear Reactor disaster last March brings renewed 
urgency to the study of atomic and nuclear devastation. Yet many 
university professors, even Japan specialists and teachers of courses 
on World War II, avoid the ethically and emotionally painful issues 
surrounding the American bombings of Japanese civilians that 
helped end that war. Why is it important to teach this material, and 
how can we do so without either devastating ourselves and our stu-
dents, or resorting to self-protective callousness? 


