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If the language of ruination was tinged with a vocabu-
lary of nothingness, it also regularly invoked mapping met-
aphors. In turns of phrase that were by war’s end routine, 
Japanese cities had been “wiped,” “blown,” and “bombed” 
off the map.5 Of course, cartographic representations of this 
destruction were also widespread. For when words failed to 
describe the destruction, maps were employed to visually 
communicate the scope and distribution of the ruins. The 
early occupation period accordingly witnessed the produc-
tion of a wide range of cartography of Japan’s bombed-
out cities. Assembled by a host of agencies, both Japanese 
and American, maps of Japan’s war damage became a vital 
tool in the effort not only to rebuild urban Japan from the 
ashes of defeat but also to understand how such extensive 
destruction was accomplished. Indeed, whatever the gulf 
between the American victors and Japanese vanquished in 
postwar Japan, the same question weighed heavily on the 
minds of both peoples: what was the nature, extent, and 
legacy of urban Japan’s demolition? 

For Japanese returnees, the answer to such a question 
was not simply a matter of reckoning with the past or ac-
counting for loved ones—it was a matter of survival. Cast 
adrift and in many respects stigmatized, Japanese repa-
triates naturally turned to the support networks of their 
hometowns as a means through which to re-integrate into 
postwar society. As the official Japanese government ac-
count of repatriation put it, “the first matter to weigh on 
the minds of repatriates upon their return was the condi-
tion of their home and hometown.”6 Maps, of course, were 
an obvious means through which to communicate just 
this sort of information. Officials charged with overseeing 

2014 Ristow Prize for Academic Achievement in the History of Cartography

Mapping Armageddon: The Cartography 
of Ruin in Occupied Japan

by David Fedman

Levy: These are the things the earth still owes me, now when I am only thirty—joy and pain—to each 
man in his own way, a full seventy years, to be ended by an unhurried fate, not by a colored pin on a 
general’s map. What do I care for the colored pins on a general’s map?

Joan: They are not only pins. They mean more.

Levy: More? To whom? To the generals—not to me. To me they are colored pins. It’s not a fair 
bargain—this exchange of my life for a small part of a colored pin.

—Irwin Shaw, Bury the Dead (1936)

INTRODUCTION
Many boats sailed toward Japan in the wake of its surren-
der in August 1945. Packed to the gunwales with soldiers 
and settlers evacuated from Japan’s former colonies, ves-
sels of all types steamed toward the ports that formed the 
gateways for the nearly 6.7 million Japanese returning to 
the homeland.1 These port towns also often afforded to 
returnees their first prospect of the aftermath of the incen-
diary air raids waged against urban Japan. Although many 
were aware that the archipelago had been subject to a sus-
tained bombing campaign, few could have imagined the 
ruinscapes that awaited them. Any sense of a homecom-
ing quickly gave way to the realization that most homes 
had been razed to the ground. That Japan had been re-
duced to a land of “scorched earth” (yakenohara) was a 
common refrain of the immediate postwar period. As one 
repatriate put it in December 1945, “No homes in which 
to live, no clothes to wear, no money for shopping—we 
were greeted by a life of nothing.”2 

Americans were no less impressed by the nothing-
ness they encountered. “Tokyo Gone As City,” ran one of 
the first dispatches from the war-torn capital: “The cata-
strophic fires kindled by American Superfortresses have 
transformed Tokyo into widely scattered settlements 
separated by vast piles of ruins.”3 Nagasaki had been 
similarly pulverized. It was, by one account, “half a city 
laid waste, not in ruins as after an ordinary bombing or 
shelling, but smashed flat. Even the ground and stones 
were turned into dust and still burning, still stinking of 
death, weeks after the atomic bomb was turned against 
them.”4 

© 2015 David Fedman
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repatriation thus worked to establish “Damage Map 
Inspection Stations” (sensai chizu etsuransho) at post-offic-
es and other official sites (as well as aboard some of the 
vessels detailed to repatriation), where basic maps of air-
raid damage were made available to the public.7 They like-
wise began preparations for a comprehensive assessment, 
the so-called Survey of the War Damage Condition of 
Japan’s Major Cities (Zenkoku shuyō toshi sensai gaikyōzu). 
Seeking to alleviate the poverty of information regard-
ing local conditions and wartime experiences, surveyors 
backed by the First Ministry of Demobilization—Japan’s 
postwar bureau of veterans affairs—made visits to approx-
imately 130 cities in order to produce the first sweeping 
cartographic portrait of what the war had wrought.8 

American Occupation officials also proved enthusi-
astic surveyors of the ruins. Like their Japanese counter-
parts, American officials were deeply concerned with the 
reconstruction and revitalization of Japan’s cities—a mea-
sure many saw as essential to the success of other postwar 
reforms. In the eyes of some, however, the ruinscapes of 
urban Japan also bore the imprint of American air power. 
They stood as an achievement to be systematically exam-
ined in order to, as one military historian has put it, “shape 
the past battlefield, for the future.”9 Such was the objective 
placed before the United States Strategic Bombing Survey 
in the Pacific. Tasked with evaluating the efficacy of the air 
raids conducted against the Japanese homeland, American 
experts and military officials struck out to every corner of 
the peninsula beginning in September 1945 to appraise 
the damage done to Japan’s cities and their residents. 

So it was that the fall of 1945 witnessed two simulta-
neous assessment efforts: the Japanese “Survey of the War 
Damage Condition of Japan’s Major Cities” (hereafter 
Survey of War Damage) and the United States Strategic 
Bombing Survey (hereafter USSBS). Carried out during 
the same period from October to December 1945, these 
surveys brought Japanese and American officials face-to-
face with the scope of urban Japan’s destruction for the 
first time. They also yielded an impressive array of maps 
of Japan’s destroyed cities: cartographic records that, as 
this paper will show, reveal the distinctive ways in which 
both groups viewed, documented, and memorialized ur-
ban Japan’s destruction.10

Through a comparative analysis of the cartography 
produced by each survey, this paper offers a lens into the 
history, memory, and visual representation of the Japan 
air raids. Such an analysis offers insight into more than 
the spatial distribution of the damage. For inscribed upon 

these maps are the visions of their creators: what scholars 
have variously described as the “militarized imaginaries” 
or “scopic regimes” of the wartime state.11 Rather than ob-
jectively mirroring nature, maps are rhetorical: each sheet 
is constructed upon a foundation of codes, scientific con-
ventions, and spatial categories valued by its creators.12 
The cartography of ruin in occupied Japan is no excep-
tion.13 While at first blush it may seem that these maps 
depict little more than “a kind of negative inventory of 
the civil ecology of a city,” the larger context of their pro-
duction, circulation, and consumption sheds light on the 
visual culture of war, defeat, and occupation.14 

That maps facilitated the bombing of civilians during 
World War II by reducing complex urban spaces into “cal-
culative rather than corporeal” targets is a well-established 
theme of recent scholarship.15 But what role did maps play 
when the last bombs had been dropped? If, as Kenneth 
Hewitt has argued, “aerial bombardment revealed and ex-
ploited strong social and geographical differences in the 
vulnerability of cities” resulting in “distinctive patterns of 
loss for civilians and urban places,” how do these patterns 
register cartographically?16 How, in short, did Japanese and 
American cartographers render Japan’s bombed-out cities 
and what do these depictions tell us about the divergent 
experiences—and militarized visions—of both groups? To 
answer these questions we must not only read between the 
lines of these maps but also broaden our gaze to account 
for the larger context from which they were born, the sub-
ject to which we now turn.

CARTOGRAPHY OF THE VANQUISHED
The droves of returnees to the Japanese mainland placed 
tremendous pressure on the already scarce resources of a 
broken economy. The earliest phase of the postwar period 
thus entailed a frenzied effort on the part of aid groups, 
especially Regional Repatriation Centers, to meet the basic 
needs of repatriates for housing, healthcare, and employ-
ment.17 While the Ministry of Health and Welfare assumed 
principal responsibility for administering repatriation, the 
First Ministry of Demobilization (Daiichi fukuinshō) also 
took on a prominent role. In addition to surveying the 
condition and demands of demobilized soldiers, it under-
took extensive research into the local level experience of 
war. It was as part of the latter effort that initial steps were 
taken within this Ministry to commence a comprehensive 
cartographic survey of war damage—the importance of 
which “was felt keenly” by Ministry officials as requests 
continued to pour in from veterans for such information.18 
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Figure 1. Index Map, Zenkoku shuyō toshi sensai gaikyōzu, 1945.
Source: National Archives of Japan.
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Figure 2. Map of Iwakuni, Zenkoku shuyō toshi sensai gaikyōzu, 1945.
Source: National Archives of Japan.



The Portolan  |  Spring 2015  |  11  

Mapping Armageddon: The Cartography of Ruin in Occupied Japan

Figure 3. Map of Toyama (Detail), Zenkoku shuyō toshi sensai gaikyōzu, 1945.
Source: National Archives of Japan.
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Figure 4. Map of Sendai (Detail), 
Zenkoku shuyō toshi sensai 
gaikyōzu, 1945.
Source: National Archives of Japan.
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The actual task of surveying and compiling the maps 
fell to the Data Section (shiryōka) of the Ministry, which 
began to gear up for its survey in October 1945. In prep-
aration for the survey, officials, working in concert with 
other agencies, assembled an assortment of base maps 
produced prior to or during the war.19 Small teams of 
surveyors thereafter fanned out across the archipelago 
to conduct on-site surveys of some 130 cities, large and 
small. In addition to charting the boundaries of destruc-
tion, each team conducted basic research into the timing, 
toll, and strategic objectives of the raids, often drawing 
upon official police and Home Ministry records. 

The survey, however, proved short-lived. Strapped for 
resources and manpower (and hampered by Japan’s frac-
tured infrastructure), the survey teams were only able to 
compile the most cursory of maps: a “regrettable” result 
in the eyes of the Ministry.20 All told, the mapping effort 
lasted just three months, with most of the fieldwork con-
ducted and completed in December 1945.21 Their efforts 
nonetheless yielded a total of 135 map sheets of damaged 
cities. Taken together, these maps capture the variety of 
air raids carried out by the United States Army Air Force 
against Japan. Read in conjunction with the brief narra-
tive commentary accompanying the map sheets, more-
over, they powerfully convey the evolution of American 
air power during the war: the shift from targeted bombing 
of select military and industrial sites to the area incendi-
ary air raids that laid waste to vast swathes of urban fabric. 

No map conveys the geographical scope of this incendi-
ary campaign better than the first in the set: the index map 
(gaikenzu) of all 130 cities surveyed (Figure 1). By plot-
ting the geographical distribution of the cities attacked over 
the course of the entire bombing campaign, the map offers 
a key to the larger topography of urban destruction that 
stretched along the eastern seaboard of the archipelago—
“the pattern of Japan’s industrial economy resembl[ing] an 
elongated S from Niigata to Nagasaki” targeted by American 
war planners and, in turn, bombardiers.22 Scattered across 
the map are red dots of four different sizes, with the small-
est representing cities where fewer than 1,000 homes were 
destroyed by the raids and the largest representing cities 
that lost 1,000,000 or more homes. 

The map sheet also includes in its right-hand cor-
ner a table of the deaths, injuries, and homes burnt or 
destroyed in each city: 813 killed and 329 injured in 
Iwakuni; 7,051 killed and 4,061 injured in Kobe; 13,973 
killed and 19,781 injured in Osaka. The inclusion of in-
formation on the human toll of these bombings marked a 
significant departure from American wartime map sheets 

whose sanitized representations cast Japanese cities as 
mere military or industrial targets. Instead, maps such as 
this one remind us that Japanese cities were also social 
spaces, comprised as much of families and homes as of 
railroad yards and factories.23 

And yet, while the Japanese index map allows us to en-
vision the grand sweep of the air war, its synoptic view 
of the destruction obscures the considerable variety of 
air raid experienced at the local level. Indeed perhaps the 
most striking feature of the entire corpus of maps is its 
inconsistency—a product as much of the haste with which 
the surveys were conducted as the varied nature of destruc-
tion. Of particular importance is the fact that the bound-
aries of destruction were drawn on a wide array of base 
maps. While many surveyors took as their foundation the 
standard 25,000:1 scale survey charts produced by the 
Imperial Japanese Army General Staff Office, others used 
basic road maps or city planning charts. One need only 
compare the damage maps of Iwakuni (drawn upon a ba-
sic road outline, Figure 2) and Toyama (overlaid on a de-
tailed city plan, Figure 3) to gain a sense of their diversity.

The irregularity of these maps also registers in their 
coding. Some include detailed information about the 
composition of the city (including factories, post offices, 
parks, and schools), while others simply plot the outline 
of destruction upon a non-descript built environment. 
Still other maps take pains to highlight individual struc-
tures of strategic significance (such as airplane factories) 
as a means to explain the targeting of particular zones 
within the city. Especially revealing is the variegated ways 
in which damage zones were labeled on these maps. “War 
damaged areas,” (sensai chiiki), “razed zones” (shōshitsu 
kuiki), “comparatively small damaged areas” (higai hika-
kuteki shō naru chiiki): these and other categories of de-
struction could be found in the highly inconsistent map 
legends constructed by surveyors. Subtle though these 
linguistic distinctions may seem, the difference between 
“razed zones” and “damaged areas” often meant the dif-
ference between complete destruction and relatively mi-
nor wreckage. “Razed zones”—such as that depicted in the 
above map of Toyama, where an estimated 98 percent of 
the city was destroyed—usually delineated the scorched 
earth achieved by napalm, which was increasingly com-
mon after jellied petroleum bombs became the principal 
payload of B-29s in the closing months of the war. 

That these zones could be found in small prefec-
tural capitals like Toyama testifies to the fierceness of 
the incendiary campaign. Once the destructive capac-
ity of blanket firebombing was realized in Japan’s large 
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cities—beginning with the March 9, 1945 raid on Tokyo 
that claimed an estimated 100,000 lives and left a million 
more homeless—it was quickly applied to Japan’s smaller 
cities as well, despite the fact that they were of negligible 
importance to the war machine.24 So effective was the in-
cendiary campaign that it would necessitate in some War 
Damage Survey maps (such as that of Sendai, Figure 4) 
a separate category to delineate areas spared destruction 
(higai nashi): small boxes of dark red that would interrupt 
the otherwise extensive swatches of scorched earth. 

In those cities that were subject to multiple waves of 
raids surveyors tried to clarify when each zone was de-
stroyed. Although limited in number, the resulting map 
sheets offered something of a narrative depiction of the 
local experience of the raids. In Hikone (Figure 5), for 
instance, what started as a limited attack on select sites of 
a rayon processing facility became a more extensive cam-
paign to cripple local industry and infrastructure. Whereas 
other maps focus principally on delineating the boundar-
ies of destruction, the Hikone surveyors provide detailed 
information on the damage incurred by each raid in turn, 
including information on the factories targeted, the type 
and number of bombs dropped and rockets fired, and the 
geography of bodily harm. When set against the map of 
Maizuru (Figure 6), a small port city in Kyoto Prefecture 
subject only to limited precision bombing in July 1945, 
the variety of air raid experiences—and cartographic rep-
resentations thereof—is thrown into sharp relief.

If maps of smaller cities such as Hikone are remark-
able for their attention to detail, cartographic representa-
tions of the incineration of Japan’s larger cities are strik-
ing in their simplicity. Incendiary bombing, after all, was 
indiscriminate in its destruction: fine-grained details and 
narrative accounts of the bombings were not necessary 
when everything was destroyed in one fell swoop. The 
maps of Japan’s largest industrial cities—namely, Tokyo, 
Osaka, Yokohama, Kawasaki, Nagoya, and Kobe—testify 
to this point. Bare of intimate details about targeting tac-
tics and individual structures, these maps convey little but 
the contours of loss: the large swatches of red that con-
sume their surface. 

Consider the cartography of the capital (Figure 7). 
Among the many noteworthy features of Tokyo’s war dam-
age maps (of which there are two) is the way they sug-
gest the role that natural topography played in shaping 
the course and contours of destruction. In many cases, the 
geography of razed areas corresponds neatly to the land-
scape itself, with rivers, canals, and other natural firebreaks 

marking the limits of destruction. Also noteworthy is the fi-
delity with which the boundaries of the most pronounced 
destruction (the large block of red in the eastern section 
of the city) follow the borders of Tokyo’s Shitamachi dis-
trict: the working class neighborhood in the eastern part of 
the city targeted by American planners specifically because 
of its vulnerability to fire.25 Although the viewer’s first im-
pression is of a blanket of red stretching across the entire 
metropolitan area, closer inspection reveals a “particular 
social geography of vulnerability” to air raids akin to that 
identified by Kenneth Hewitt.26

While surveying destruction as extensive as that in 
Tokyo was surely a daunting assignment, it was in some 
ways more straightforward than the task faced by those 
unlucky surveyors dispatched to the sites of the atomic 
bombings. Although superficially the maps of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki appear similar in style to the rest of the set, 
they differ in one fundamental way: each portrays a gradi-
ent of destruction emanating from the blast point. The 
map of Nagasaki (Figure 8) emphasizes the destruction 
around the hypocenter, where a large red circle delineates 
a “completely burnt and completely destroyed zone” (ze-
nkai zenshō kuiki), a category of damage reserved for the 
nuclear blast sites. But the map also suggests that other 
types of damage radiated out from this zone of complete 
destruction: “partially destroyed zones” and “burnt” (but 
not destroyed) zones. While the map itself offers no infor-
mation on the toll of the bombing, the scope of the waves 
of wreckage that extend across its surface offers a portrait 
of awesome destruction—a blast that paid no regard to 
the topography of the land.27

It is hard to imagine what Japanese citizens made of 
such maps. Although details about local conditions were 
surely welcome, the depictions of destruction were of-
ten highly abstract, leaving the viewer with little sense 
of the impact of these bombings on everyday life amidst 
the ruins. And yet, when examined critically with an eye 
for both their production and consumption, these map 
sheets reveal a great deal about the history and memory 
of Japan’s wartime destruction. They remind us that the 
raids evolved over time; that destruction was uneven both 
within and across cities; and that the spaces destroyed 
were human habitations. Obvious though these points 
may seem, they are scarcely suggested by American war 
damage maps. Indeed, the damage assessment maps pro-
duced by the USSBS reveal a markedly different concep-
tion of Japanese space—and a decidedly different process 
through which the contours of the ruins would be drawn. 
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CARTOGRAPHY OF THE VICTORS
If the Japanese War Damage Survey was notable for the 
scarcity of its resources, the USSBS was remarkable for 
its sheer magnitude. Commissioned by a presidential or-
der on November 3, 1944, the USSBS was placed under 
the supervision of a board of civilian experts (including, 
in the Pacific, the likes of Paul Nitze and John Kenneth 
Galbraith) and carried out by a massive team of 300 ci-
vilians, 350 officers, and 500 enlisted men. With offices 
in Tokyo, Osaka, Nagoya, Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it 
enjoyed the support of both the Army and Navy, as well 
as government officials in Washington, where its final re-
ports were drafted. Given that the USSBS sought nothing 
less than to “establish a basis for evaluating air power as 
an instrument of military strategy, for planning the fu-
ture development of the United States armed forces, and 
for determining future economic policies with respect to 
the national defense,” it is unsurprising that it was such 
a massive undertaking.28 In a basic sense, the USSBS re-
channeled the resources mobilized during wartime to 
implement the destruction of Japan to thoroughly inves-
tigate the results and future implications of that effort. In 
the words of geographer Stephen Graham, it formed “the 
apogee of the systematic evaluation of the ‘success’ of ur-
ban planning for mass death.”29

In contrast to the Japanese War Damage Survey, the 
USSBS was charged with far more than the simple map-
ping of urban war damage. As with its German counter-
part, it set out to ascertain a comprehensive portrait of 
the effects of the precision, incendiary, and atomic bomb-
ings on Japanese urban infrastructures and their residents, 
including impacts on morale, civilian health, urban in-
frastructure, and political decision-making.30 Through in-
terviews with Japanese officials of all ranks, on-site ob-
servations, and extensive documentary research, USSBS 
surveyors sought to reconstruct, step-by-step, the disman-
tling of Japan’s war machine.31 

Maps figured prominently in the thousands of pages 
that composed the 108 reports produced by the survey. 
Although the production of USSBS maps cannot be attrib-
uted to any single agency, one force behind this enterprise 
was the 64th Engineer Base Topographic Battalion, which 
set up shop in the Isetan Department Store in Tokyo, one 
of the few large buildings in the city that had escaped 
the flames. Soon thereafter, American cartographers—in-
cluding those who had drafted the maps that guided the 
bombers in the first place—began to draw up a wide range 
of maps to serve the occupation: everything from urban 

plans to land registers to charts of the shifting geopolitical 
boundaries of the Asia-Pacific region.

The collection of war damage maps that subse-
quently made their way into USSBS reports defies easy 
description. Insofar as it contains a variety of spatial 
metrics and cartographic styles, it reveals the manifold 
interests and aims of the USSBS enterprise. Many of the 
maps, in fact, deal less with the spatial representation 
of destruction than the process through which it was 
achieved. Figure 9, for example, maps the flight pat-
terns used by the Okinawa-based Seventh Air Force to 
conduct raids against Japanese military installations as 
the XXI Bomber Command prosecuted the firebombing 
campaign from the island redoubts of the Marianas, the 
staging ground for its B-29 Superfortresses. A variety of 
other maps visualize the geography of the Japanese war-
time economy, its transportation infrastructure, and the 
military posture of the Japanese empire—spatial con-
figurations that had shaped the tactical evolution of the 
air war.

Still, the bulk of the USSBS maps documented the ex-
tent and qualities of the destruction, often in ways that mir-
ror their Japanese counterparts. Particularly noteworthy in 
this regard is the fact that many of the USSBS map sheets 
bear a striking resemblance to those produced by the con-
current Japanese survey. Differences in style notwithstand-
ing, the contours of destruction drawn up by both surveys 
often overlap. The USSBS map of Nagoya (Figure 10), for 
instance, outlines the scope of damage over four succes-
sive raids, distinguishing targeted attacks from incendiary 
bombing runs and identifying key targets. Although the 
USSBS map strips the urban landscape of anything but 
the destroyed zones (whereas its Japanese counterpart, 
Figure 11, includes information on the composition of the 
city and its environs), their findings line up closely. When 
set side by side, these maps provide a check on each other’s 
overall accuracy. 

These sorts of resonances, however, were limited. Apart 
from basic information on the timeline of the raids, the 
USSBS mapmakers made little effort to convey a narrative 
experience of the raids on each city. Nor do they exhibit 
interest in the smaller scale raids waged against Japan’s 
less significant cities. Highly detailed maps such as that of 
Hikone discussed above are nowhere to be found in the 
USSBS reports. For while the Japanese survey maps stood 
alone, these maps were designed to illustrate larger stud-
ies of the bombing campaign (in what often amounted 
to hundred page narratives). In effect, the USSBS maps 
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served less as a comprehensive portrait of urban damage 
than as supporting evidence for the USSBS reports. 

The American maps, in other words, place a premium 
on the product—not the progress—of the raids. Whereas 
the Japanese surveyors strove to communicate the hu-
man and citywide experience, the USSBS maps maintain 
a tight focus on the physical destruction. And whereas 
the Japanese maps highlighted lives lost and homes de-
stroyed, USSBS sheets featured data on tonnage of bombs 
dropped, number of sorties, and measurements of land 
area destroyed. The space on which the destruction un-
folded remained a passive backdrop. In the map of Osaka 
(Figure 12), for example, the only background informa-
tion shown is the location of the streams, rivers, and rail-
ways that formed the arteries of the city and its surround-
ing “urban complex.” 

Particularly important—and difficult to ascertain—is 
the nature of the spatial intelligence used to construct 
these maps. While many USSBS maps were the products 
of on-site surveys and original research, the provenance of 
others can be traced back to the wartime military, which 
churned out a wide range of maps used to plan and pros-
ecute the air raids.32 As a result, the cartography of the 
USSBS assimilated the cartographic conventions, codes, 
and values of wartime planners. Reductive in their con-
ceptions of urban space, the USSBS maps once again ren-
dered Japanese cities as industrial and military systems 
deserving of wholesale destruction. Figure 13, for ex-
ample, a population density map of Tokyo, can be traced 
back to the Office of Strategic Services (the predecessor 
of the CIA), whose planners in Washington were among 
the first to research the destructive potential of incendiary 
tactics. Revealingly, the map plots the boundaries of the 
vast “incendiary zone” into which B-29s dropped their 
payloads—an area of the city described in accompany-
ing planning reports as comprised principally of “workers 
quarters” and “home production facilities.” That the more 
densely populated regions of the city correspond to the 
incendiary zone is no accident: war planners sought to ex-
ploit the vulnerability of this section of the city, composed 
as it was of flammable “paper and ply-board” structures.33 

The reappearance of such a map within the USSBS re-
ports seems insignificant enough. Maps such as this one, 
after all, informed the planning of the raids at all stages; 
it is only logical that it would resurface as part of a larger 
reflection on the course of the air war. But the recircula-
tion of maps such as this one had larger, if less obvious, 
implications: it served to naturalize the spatial categories 

and militarized vision of the war-room. Through reports 
such as the USSBS, spatial categories fashioned in the con-
text of total war (such as “built up urban area” and “tar-
get zone”)—geographical classifications that blurred the 
boundaries between civilians and combatants—gained cur-
rency as the vocabulary and defining metrics of American 
air power. By re-casting incendiary air raids as a natural 
component of warfare, these reports (and the maps therein) 
obscured the fact that the bombing of civilians marked a 
radical and controversial departure from previous practice. 

A related point can be made about the atomic bombings. 
As awe-inspiring as they were ill-understood, the ruins of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki “occupied the attention of a ma-
jor portion of the Survey’s staff in Japan in order to arrive 
at a more precise definition of the present capabilities and 
limitations of this radically new weapon of destruction.”34 
Statements such as this one point up the concern with the 
present that tempered the American view of the atomic ru-
ins.35 In placing an emphasis on the “present capabilities 
and limitations” of the atomic bombs, USSBS surveyors 
shifted their analysis away from why and where they were 
dropped to how and when they might be deployed in the 
future. In a basic sense, this outlook anticipates the general 
American historical consciousness regarding the war in the 
Pacific that would take shape over the years to come: the 
mushroom clouds of the atomic bombs quickly obscured 
the destruction of the rest of Japan by other means.36 

Although photographs of the destruction figure prom-
inently in the USSBS reports on the atomic bombings, 
maps of the aftermath were also drafted. As in the Japanese 
case, American maps of the destruction of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki stand apart from the rest of the collection: in 
style, scale, coding, and composition alike. Not only does 
the USSBS map of Hiroshima (Figure 14) delimit the “ex-
tent of fire” emanating out from the hypocenter, it also 
attempts to chart “the mean line of structural damage” 
cutting through the destruction: a measurement meant 
to determine the velocity and vector of the atomic blast. 
Needless to say, this map bears a striking resemblance to 
the Hiroshima map of the Japanese survey: both maps 
highlight in red the near total destruction of the epicenter 
and attempt to chart the destruction radiating out from 
the blast point. But the similarities are largely confined to 
the hypocenter of both maps. In contrast to the Japanese 
map of Hiroshima (which traces the fallout of destruc-
tion over the larger landscape), the USSBS chart is princi-
pally focused on the blast point and the dispersion of fire 
across the center part of the city. The scale of the USSBS 
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Figure 5. Map of 
Hikone (Detail), 
Zenkoku shuyō toshi 
sensai gaikyōzu, 1945.
Source: National 
Archives of Japan.
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Figure 6. Map of Maizuru (Detail), Zenkoku shuyō toshi sensai gaikyōzu, 1945.
Source: National Archives of Japan.
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Figure 7. Map of Tokyo, Zenkoku shuyō toshi sensai gaikyōzu, 1945.
Source: National Archives of Japan.
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Figure 8. Map of Nagasaki (Detail), Zenkoku shuyō toshi sensai gaikyōzu, 1945.
Source: National Archives of Japan.
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Figure 9. Targets Hit by Seventh Air Force from Okinawa, 1947. 
Source: USSBS Report 70, The Seventh and Eleventh Air Forces in the War Against Japan, 20.
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Figure 10. Air Attacks on Nagoya, Japan, 1947.
Source: USSBS Report 57, Effects of Air Attacks on City of Nagoya, 11.
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Figure 11. Map of Nagoya (Detail), Zenkoku shuyō toshi sensai gaikyōzu, 1945.
Source: National Archives of Japan.



24  |  The Portolan  |  Spring 2015

Mapping Armageddon: The Cartography of Ruin in Occupied Japan

Figure 12. Areas Destroyed in Osaka City, 1947.
Source: USSBS Report 8, Field Report Covering Air-Raid Protection and Allied Subjects, Osaka, Japan, 145.
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Figure 13. Tokyo, Density 
of Population, 1947.
Source: USSBS Report 90, 
Effects of Incendiary Bomb 
Attacks on Japan—Report 
on Eight Cities, 71.
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Figure 14. Hiroshima, Extent of Fire and Limits of Blast Damage, 1946.
Source: USSBS Report 3, The Effects of Atomic Bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 48.



The Portolan  |  Spring 2015  |  27  

Mapping Armageddon: The Cartography of Ruin in Occupied Japan

map corresponds to the initial blast radius of the atomic 
bomb. 

I have here aimed to draw attention to both typical and 
extraordinary examples of war damage cartography, but a 
variety of other cartographic forms have escaped scrutiny: 
maps of firefighting preparations, air defense distribution 
maps, weather pattern charts. While this diversity makes 
generalizations about the cartography of the USSBS dif-
ficult, two features of these maps stand out. The first is 
the simplicity with which they define and code urban 
space. Like the maps employed to implement the bomb-
ings, these maps cast Japanese urban spaces as “incendiary 
zones,” “industrial regions” and “urban systems”: wartime 
euphemisms used to justify the indiscriminate destruc-
tion of urban space. The second feature is the plainness of 
their style and content. Simple in design, they portrayed 
Japanese cities as inactive backdrops against which the war 
unfolded. The USSBS maps capture this campaign in its 
broadest strokes, depicting in the process the vast horizons 
of destruction that were the defining feature of postwar 
urban life. These maps, in essence, turned the nothingness 
on the ground into concrete documentations of American 
air power. Whatever the underlying strategic imperatives 
of the USSBS, it was in many respects an affirmation—if 
not celebration—of American military might.

CONCLUSION
This paper has ventured to advance two principal argu-
ments related to the history of cartography. The first is the 
notion that maps played a critical role in the occupation 
and reconstruction of postwar Japan. If, as Lori Watt has 
argued, the immediate postwar period required the pro-
duction of new maps of Asia, it also called for new maps 
of Japan and its cities.37 This was perhaps what American 
war planners had hoped for in wiping much of urban 
Japan “off the map.” Be that as it may, the result was that 
city maps needed to be re-drawn, often from scratch.38 
War damage surveys thus formed the canvas upon which 
postwar Japan would be re-drawn and wartime Japan me-
morialized. So, too, did they form an indispensable tool 
for many Japanese repatriates and air raid survivors, who 
regularly turned to maps of war damage as they tried to 
plot a new course for their lives in postwar society.

A second argument proceeds from the first: that a 
comparative examination of both sets of maps sheds 
light on the divergent experiences of war and occupa-
tion. As discussed above, the objectives of the two sur-
veys were markedly different. While the Japanese survey 
was constrained by scarce resources, the USSBS was a 

comparatively massive and well-funded enterprise. And 
while the Japanese survey sought to simply and efficiently 
map the ruins for ready legibility, the USSBS embedded 
its cartography within larger studies of American air pow-
er. The USSBS thus expressed a triumphalist outlook: fully 
supported by the Occupation and military government, it 
was a product of unbridled American authority in the im-
mediate postwar period. The Japanese survey, by contrast, 
was a utilitarian undertaking: pragmatic in its conception 
and humble in its implementation, it was meant to meet 
the basic needs of the Japanese people. 

It may come as little surprise, then, that these parallel 
survey efforts have garnered significantly different levels of 
scholarly and public attention. While the USSBS has been 
the subject of considerable scholarly inquiry, including 
multiple book length studies, the Japanese War Damage 
Survey effort has long been forgotten.39 It was only, in fact, 
after the National Archives of Japan digitized the collec-
tion and held a special exhibition featuring the maps in 
the fall of 2013 that public interest was rekindled.40 

The subsequent circulation and re-production of USSBS 
maps rendered the mapping conventions and spatial cat-
egories of total war touchstones for the Cold War era. In 
this and other ways, incendiary area bombing emerged as 
a conventional tactic of American air power. As cartogra-
phers and war planners set their sights on other conflicts 
across the globe—especially that in the Korean peninsu-
la—they drew upon similar conceptions of enemy space. 
These conceptions are not relics of the past. They are, if 
anything, part and parcel of modern warfare. Although the 
tools and technologies of both bombardment and map-
making have changed drastically in the age of drones and 
Global Information Systems, the armed vision and milita-
rized imaginaries that render cities into targets remain.41 
Bombs continue to sink into the abstract contours and 
“colored pins of the general’s map,” as the distance be-
tween bombardier and target grows only greater.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
David Fedman is the winner of the 
2014 DR. WALTER RISROW PRIZE FOR 
ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT IN THE 
HISTORY OF CARTOGRAPHY. A na-
tive of Virginia, his interest in maps was 
nurtured during backpacking trips in 
the Appalachian Mountains and, later, 
the Japanese Alps. He is now a Ph.D. 

Candidate in Japanese and Korean History at Stanford 
University, where he specializes in the environmental 



28  |  The Portolan  |  Spring 2015

Mapping Armageddon: The Cartography of Ruin in Occupied Japan

history and historical geography of Japanese imperial-
ism. He is also, a bit further afield, engaged in an ongo-
ing collaborative research project on the history, memory, 
and visual culture of the Japan air raids, which is housed 
at japanairraids.org, a bilingual digital archive devoted to the 
international dissemination of information about the air 
raids. He would like to thank Kären Wigen and Jun Uchida 
for their mentorship and unflagging support over the years.

ENDNOTES
1 This estimate comes from Lori Watt’s path-breaking 

study of Japanese repatriation, When Empire Comes 
Home: Repatriation and Reintegration in Postwar Japan 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Asia Center, 2010), 
2. Fourteen ports, stretching from Hakodate in the 
north to Kagoshima in the south, were designated as 
official processing points for Japanese repatriates.

2 “Hantō kara kaeru, kaete kinu chichi, Manshū no 
hikiagesha,” Asahi Shimbun, December 9, 1945. 

3 Homer Bigart, “Tokyo Gone as City, Only Areas 
Remain,” The New York Herald Tribune, August 31, 
1945.

4 John Graham Dowling, “Half of Atomized Jap Port 
Flattened into Dust and Still Burning, Plane Flight 
Shows,” Daily Boston Globe, August 28, 1945.

5 See, for example, “U.S. Pledges Revenge on Japs, Speed 
Up of Pacific Offensive Demanded,” Los Angeles Times, 
January 29, 1944; and “Senator Clark in Demand 
that Japan be Bombed Off Map,” Corsicana Daily Sun, 
January 29, 1944.

6 Kōseishō Hikiage Engokyoku, Zoku hikiage engo no 
kiroku (Tokyo: Kōseishō, 1955), no page number.

7 For a detailed assessment of the consumption and cir-
culation of these maps see Yamazaki Hajime, “Sensō 
kara heiwa e no dōhyō: ‘sensai chizu’ ni tsuite,” in: 
Daiichi Fukuinshō, Nihon toshi sensai chizu (Tokyo: 
Hara Shobō, 1983 reprint), 320–322.

8 Daiichi Fukuinshō, “Zengen,” in: Daiichi Fukuinshō, 
Nihon toshi sensai chizu (Tokyo: Hara Shobō, 1983 re-
print), no page number.

9 See Gian P. Gentile, “Shaping the Past Battlefield, 
‘For the Future’: The United States Strategic Bombing 
Survey’s Evaluation of the American Air War against 
Japan,” The Journal of Military History, Vol. 64, No. 4, 
(2000), 1085.

10 For a pioneering study of the role of maps in shap-
ing American wartime geographic thought see 
Alan Henrikson, “The map as an ‘idea’: the role of 

cartographic imagery during the Second World War,” 
The American Cartographer, Vol. 2 (1975), 19–53.

11 See, for example, Stephen Graham, “Cities as 
Battlespace: The New Military Urbanism,” City, Vol. 
13, No. 4 (2009), 383–402; and Derek Gregory, 
“From a View to a Kill: Drones and Late Modern 
War,” Theory, Culture & Society, Vol. 29, No. 7–8 
(2011), 188–215.

12 This point is elaborated in J.B. Harley, Paul Laxton 
(ed.), The New Nature of Maps: Essays in the History 
of Cartography (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2001).

13 This paper may be read in part as an extension into the 
postwar period of a similar argument advanced about 
the maps used to plan and prosecute the destruction 
of urban Japan in David Fedman and Cary Karacas, “A 
cartographic face to black: mapping the destruction of 
urban Japan during World War II,” Journal of Historical 
Geography, Vol. 38, No. 2 (2012), 306–328.

14 Kenneth Hewitt, “Civil and Inner City Disasters: the 
Urban, Social Space of Bomb Destruction,” Erdkunde, 
Vol. 48 (1994), 271. 

15 Derek Gregory, “‘In another time zone, the bombs fall 
unsafely…’: Targets, Civilians, and Late Modern War,” 
The Arab World Geographer, Vol. 9, No. 2 (2006), 93. See 
also Derek Gregory, “Doors into nowhere: dead cities and 
the natural history of destruction,” in: Peter Meusburg, 
Michael Heffernan, and Edward Wunder, eds., Cultural 
Memories (Dordrecht: Springer, 2011), 249–282.

16 Kenneth Hewitt, “Civil and Inner City Disasters,” 259.
17 The definitive account of the social and political 

conditions of the immediate postwar period is John 
Dower, Embracing Defeat: Japan in the Wake of World 
War II, (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1999).

18 Daiichi Fukuinshō, “Zengen,” no page number.
19 According to Yamazaki, these surveyors received techni-

cal support on map construction and war damage con-
ditions from both the Police Bureau (Keihokyoku) and 
Geographical Survey Office (Chiri chōsajo) of the Home 
Ministry (Naimushō), with other agencies supporting. 
See Yamazaki, “Sensō kara heiwa e no dōhyō,” 320.

20 Daiichi Fukuinshō, “Zengen,” no page number.
21 The first printing of approximately 300 sets of these 

maps was in fact followed up with an additional round 
of surveys meant to correct and standardize the set, as 
well as include additional maps on the destruction of 
25 smaller coastal areas and city zones that escaped 
scrutiny in the first round of survey. Although the 



The Portolan  |  Spring 2015  |  29  

Mapping Armageddon: The Cartography of Ruin in Occupied Japan

second printing of “corrected” maps in 1946 entailed 
only slight alterations, it nevertheless provided for a 
more coherent portrait of the destruction as a national 
experience. See National Archives of Japan, “Kongetsu 
no aakaibu—Zenkoku shuyō toshi sensai gaikyōzu,” 
http://www.archives.go.jp/owning/monthly/1308/ar-
chives_index.html (Accessed February 23, 2014).

22 United States Strategic Bombing Survey, Report 55, 
The Effects of Air Attacks on Japan’s Urban Economy 
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 
June, 1947), 1. 

23 See also Daiichi Fukuinshō, “Sensai gaikyō yōshi,” in: 
Nihon toshi sensai chizu (Tokyo: Hara Shobō, 1983 re-
print), no page number.

24 A statistical overview of the damage inflicted by the 
air raids, from which these figures are derived, can 
be found in Japan Economic Stabilization Agency, 
Taiheiyō sensō ni yoru wagaguni higai sōgō hōkokusho 
(Tokyo: Japan Economic Stabilization Agency, 1949). 

25 For a detailed analysis of the planning and prosecu-
tion of the firebombing of Tokyo, especially as related 
to the targeting of civilians and workers, see Thomas 
Searle, “‘It made a lot of sense to kill skilled work-
ers’: the firebombing of Tokyo in March 1945,” The 
Journal of Military History, Vol. 66 (2002), 103–133.

26 Kenneth Hewitt, “Place Annihilation: Area Bombing 
and the Fate of Urban Places,” Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers, Vol. 73, No. 2 (1983), 257–284.

27 The index map, however, does include such estimates 
for Nagasaki: 13,295 killed, 19,739 injured, 13,881 
homes destroyed, and a total of 120,820 afflicted (ri-
saisha). When compared to later tabulations, these 
figures are conservative.

28 United States Strategic Bombing Survey, Summary 
Report (Pacific War) (Washington D.C.: U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 1946), iii.

29 Stephen Graham, “Postmortem city: Toward an ur-
ban geopolitics,” City, Vol. 8, No. 2 (2004), 172.

30 For a broader comparative assessment of both USSBS 
surveys see Gian P. Gentile, Advocacy or Assessment? 
The United States Strategic Bombing Survey of Germany 
and Japan (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998). 

31 United States Strategic Bombing Survey, Summary 
Report, iii.

32 For more on wartime intelligence as related to air raids 
see John Kries, ed., Piercing the Fog: Intelligence and 
Army Air Forces Operations in World War II (Honolulu: 
University Press of the Pacific, 2004).

33 For a general overview of the tactics employed by the 
United States Army Air Forces see William W. Ralph, 
“Improvised destruction: Arnold, Lemay, and the fire-
bombing of Japan,” War in History, Vol. 13 (2006), 
495–522. 

34 United States Strategic Bombing Survey, Summary 
Report, 22.

35 For a broader discussion of the American view of 
nuclear ruins in the burgeoning Cold War con-
text see Joseph Masco, “‘Survival is your business’: 
Engineering Ruins and Affect in Nuclear America,” 
Cultural Anthropology, Vol. 23, No. 2 (2008), 361–398. 

36 For a detailed analysis of American public memory of 
the incendiary air raids vis-à-vis the atomic bombings 
see Mark Selden, “A forgotten holocaust: U.S. bomb-
ing strategy, the destruction of Japanese cities, and 
the American way of war from World War II to Iraq,” 
in: Yuki Tanaka and Marilyn Young, eds., Bombing 
Civilians: A Twentieth-Century History (New York and 
London: The New Press, 2007), 77–96.

37 Lori Watt, When Empire Comes Home, 19.
38 For more on the reconstruction of Japan and 

Occupation see Carola Hein, Jeffrey Diefendorf, and 
Yorifusa Ishida, Rebuilding Urban Japan After 1945 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003).

39 For extensive discussions of the history of the USSBS 
see David MacIsaac, Strategic Bombing in World War II: 
The Story of the United States Strategic Bombing Survey 
(New York: Gardland Publishing, 1976); and Gian 
P. Gentile, How Effective is Strategic Bombing? Lessons 
Learned from World War II to Kosovo (New York: New 
York University Press, 2001).

40 After their initial postwar consumption by repatriates, 
the Japanese damage maps largely fell into obscurity. It 
was not until 1981 that the set again garnered consider-
able public attention after journalists with the Kyodo 
News agency stumbled across a set of the collection. 
Following the initial wave of reporting, however, inter-
est once again waned, at least until the 2013 special ex-
hibition at the National Archives. See Yamazaki, “Sensō 
kara heiwa e no dōhyō,” 320; and “Wartime maps of 
cities damaged by Allied bombers on exhibit for first 
time,” Asahi Shimbun, August 14, 2013.

41 A thoughtful meditation on militarized vision in 
the age of drone warfare is Roger Stahl, “What the 
drone saw: the cultural optics of the unmanned war,” 
Australian Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 67, No. 
5 (2013), 659–674.


