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Kūya’s Tongue 
 
 
 
 
November 1, 2004 
  
From the train through Kyushu, on my way to Nagasaki, I see a kaki tree. Its ripe fruits hang 
like small suns among the branches. Farmers are moving nearby in black work clothes. I 
picture them plucking the kaki fruits from the tree, tenderly, swaddling them in thin waxed 
paper. 
 
I am journeying to the city where Rié was born. 
 I asked Rié once if anyone in her family had been a victim of the atomic bomb. She 
told me that at the time, they had been living in the countryside outside Nagasaki, so none of 
them had gotten hurt—except for her aunt, who was a student at the university downtown. 
Her aunt had left early in the morning on August 9, 1945, and never come home. 
 
                                                               _______ 
  
  
Rié and I first met in January 1999, as French students at the Institut Catholique in Paris. We 
quickly became friends, along with a third classmate, Atsuko. Rié and I also happened to be 
the same age, both born in 1960, and perhaps this was one reason that we felt a special bond. 
 Rié told me fairly early on about how much she wanted to have a baby. She worried a 
great deal about the fact that she had not been able to get pregnant after nearly five years of 
marriage. Before her marriage, she had studied opera in Germany; this was the reason she had 
first come to Europe. 
 
The next fall, Rié and Atsuko decided to study French at other schools. I was the only one 
who stayed at Catho, and we saw each other less often. 
 
November 1, 1999 was All Saints’ Day, a hazy gray public holiday. I decided to take a walk. I 
found myself on the Rue d’Ulm, in front of the Institut Curie, the Pantheon rising up behind 
it. At the Institut, a cold blue light streamed from the third-floor windows. I stood unmoving 
for several minutes, as if paralyzed by the spilling halo of light. In hindsight, I think it was a 
premonition. 
 
A few weeks later, Rié and Atsuko visited my studio at the Cité des Arts. There was a breath 
of winter in the air, and I had fixed rice pudding for the three of us. Rié told us she was 
concerned about the fact that she had been losing weight. But she had started a class on 
macrobiotics, which she thought was helping. Cinnamon and pomegranates, she had learned, 
were particularly good for women. 
 
                                                            _________ 
 
 
In the summer of 2000 I went home to Sweden for a few weeks. I returned to Paris in July. 
Not long after I got back, I got a call from Atsuko. She told me Rié was in the hospital. She 
had been admitted to the Institut Curie. I was shocked and scared. 
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 “Then it’s cancer!” I said. 
 “No, no,” Atsuko said. 
 “But if she’s at the Institut Curie, it has to be cancer. Doesn’t it?” 
 “No, no,” Atsuko insisted. 
 She asked me to get flowers to take to Rié when we visited. I wondered if flowers 
were allowed, but Atsuko thought they were. 
 
To be inside the Institut Curie felt surreal. No flowers were allowed in the patients’ rooms. 
We left ours in the hall. 
 Rié had her own room, and an orange scarf wrapped around her black hair. She was 
very pale, but she gave us a warm, kind smile, and she was very beautiful. The blinds were 
pulled, but the sun outside was so bright it found its way through the slats and lit up the room. 
 One of the first things Rié said to us was, “I’ll definitely never have children now.” 
 She had had surgery for cancer, I realized. Of course it was cancer. Why else would 
she be at the Institut Curie? 
 Rié said she had been at the American Hospital first—most Japanese in Paris were 
insured there—but was transferred to the Institut Curie for surgery almost immediately. 
 
After our visit, Atsuko and I sat down at an outdoor café table, feeling bleak. Across from us 
a woman was speaking Spanish, talking intently to the people at her table, oblivious to her 
cigarette ash blowing into my coffee cup, where it floated slowly, like small islands. 
 
Rié received a clean bill of health at the end of the year. My two-year studio fellowship had 
concluded in mid-October, but I spent January 2001 in Paris. I saw Rié and Atsuko now and 
then; we would go out for tea together, at hotels they knew that served good tea. 
 I did not see Rié again until July 2002. By then Atsuko had moved back to Tokyo. Rié 
and her husband had moved into an apartment in Neuilly-sur-Seine. 
 I was spending a week in Paris, and Rié invited me over for a visit. I had never been to 
their old apartment, near the Musée Rodin. Now I wanted to take Rié flowers; flowers she 
could actually have. I bought a bouquet of small red blooms and, I think, baby’s breath—
fragile white flowerets. I took the Métro to her neighborhood. 
 The new apartment was not large, but it was bright, and Rié had bought a tarte with 
thinly-sliced figs fanned out over the crust like a rose, or a chrysanthemum. She talked a great 
deal about a film by Miyazaki, Princess Mononoke, which I had not seen yet. Later, Atsuko 
said she thought that Rié identified with the main character: that she too felt lonely. 
 After a while Rié asked me if I would like to go receive a blessing from her priest. Rié 
had been a Buddhist and her husband a Catholic; but during her illness they had joined a 
church called l’Église japonaise. Rié said the congregation had been a great support to her 
husband when she was sick. I did not mind being blessed. We finished our tea, and Rié called 
her priest to say we were coming. 
 On the street the summer heat slammed into us. We walked down an alleyway with a 
wall on one side, and behind the wall trees with leafy branches that stretched out like a roof 
overhead. A few little boys came walking towards us. Rié spoke to them and touched their 
hair. It looked like they were dancing together in front of me, but I do not know if the picture 
in my mind can really be true. We came out onto a large street like a boulevard, full of traffic 
and grand buildings. We walked on the shady side; l’Église japonaise was on that side. We 
stopped at a wide, white door with a brass nameplate. This was the place. Rié rang the bell. 
The door opened almost immediately, and an austere Japanese woman in a black suit invited 
us in. She was the priest; she was expecting us. 
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 We entered a spacious hall with a broad, winding staircase. The end of the banister 
was carved in a standing volute. The priest showed us up the stairs and into a long, narrow, 
very bright room with tall windows. Three couches covered in an unbleached, rustic fabric 
with bits of seed pod caught in the weave were arranged around a long, low table. 
 The priest announced that we would pray together. She seated herself at the head of 
the table. Rié and I sat on either side of her, facing one another. We folded our hands and 
began to pray. I said the Lord’s Prayer in Swedish, but before long I heard their prayers 
change into something else. It sounded like they were speaking in tongues. I wasn’t sure what 
to do, but I was fascinated by the low vocal register that Rié had suddenly adopted. It 
transformed her. The new voice reminded me of the female shaman in Kurosawa’s film 
Rashōmon, deep and primeval. 
 After a time the priest broke off the prayer session. She turned to me and said, “Now 
you will be baptized.” 
 I was taken aback. 
 “Yes, but I am already baptized.” 
 “That does not count.” 
 “Why doesn’t it count?” 
 “No; now is your chance.” 
 “But I am baptized!” 
 “The baptism you had does not count.” 
 We kept debating, getting nowhere. Finally Rié broke in. “Bianca, I think you should 
do it.” 
 I was appalled. The priest suggested we switch to English; I suppose she thought my 
French was too limited. We argued back and forth for several minutes. I gathered that there 
was a baptismal pool on the bottom floor. But I kept repeating that no, this was not the way 
one did things. Once baptized, always baptized—in most Protestant denominations, in the 
Catholic Church too. The priest just shook her head: 
 “NOW is your chance.” 
 I do not know how long we kept this up, but suddenly it seemed as if the moment had 
passed. We all stood up and Rié and I left the building and walked away in silence. At the 
Métro station, she said, 
 “I hope this won’t ruin anything between us.” 
 I said, “Of course not.” But as I spoke, I thought, “Why did you do this to me?” 
 The shadows had lengthened and the afternoon was fading into evening as we said 
goodbye and I went down the steps to the train. 
 
 
                                                           ___________ 
                                                      
 
A room in Nagasaki, around 1968 
 
Black ink, white paper. 
Rié and her sister, home alone. 
 
The brushes move slowly at first, in tentative gestures over sheet after sheet of paper. 
 As the white pages fill with characters, the movements grow faster, more sweeping. 
 They are in the brushes, in the place where ink and paper meet. 
 Space and time dissolve. Around and around they spin—are spun—in a mounting 
euphoria. 
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When they hear their parents they look up in surprise and then consternation at the black ink 
splashed all over the room. 
 
                                                               ___________ 
 
 
 
March 2004 
 
The rain had started as a light spatter against the windows. Now it was coming down harder, 
drops merging in rivulets and streaming down the panes. I had just walked in the door, home 
again in Lund after a week up the Swedish west coast. 
 I got my coat off, set down my bags, and sat down by the answering machine. The 
little red light said I had new messages. One of them I could not understand. I listened several 
times. I could tell it was a man with an Asian accent, but his words—even the language he 
was speaking—were impossible to make out. 
 When I talked to my brother’s wife, Ingrid, I mentioned the mysterious message. She 
asked, “Didn’t you have a friend who was ill?” 
 I froze. 
 I replayed the message. This time I heard the English words with perfect clarity: 
 “I’m calling on behalf of M. Sugiyama. Rié passed away last Sunday and there will be 
held a ceremony at Père Lachaise on Friday.” 
 And then a telephone number for Rié’s husband. 
 Today was Saturday. The ceremony had been yesterday; it was already over. I sat 
perfectly still. Then I pressed the button to listen again and take down the number. It was 
getting dark and the rain was still beating against the windows. I was devastated. I began to 
shake all over. 
 In a while I called the number I had been given, but I did not get M. Sugiyama. 
Instead I spoke to a man who answered in perfect French, and I guessed that I had reached the 
production company M. Sugiyama worked for. 
 The French-speaking man was very kind and understood right away what I was calling 
about. I gathered that he had attended the ceremony at Père Lachaise the day before. He gave 
me M. Sugiyama’s cell phone number. I called it and left a message on his voice mail. 
 The next day, in the evening, M. Sugiyama called. I do not remember whether we 
spoke English or French, but one of the first things he said to me was, 
 “I have Rié right beside me.” 
 He meant the box of her ashes, sitting at his side. 
 He was already negotiating with an airline for permission to fly with the ashes. “Since 
9/11 everything is so much more complicated. More forms must be filled out. It may be a 
week before I can travel.” 
 He told me Rié would be buried in his family grave in Tokyo. He told me how the 
disease had come back last fall; that they had found metastases in her lungs; that the end had 
been very quick. And he told me Rié had said I was her best friend in Europe. I started to cry. 
M. Sugiyama’s voice was gentle and composed. He told me Rié’s last word had been 
“Arigato.” 
 I thought, “What kind of friend have I been?” 
 I had been so busy with all my projects and we had not been in touch for over a year. I 
had not known the cancer had come back. Yet I immediately felt that in saying that I was her 
best friend in Europe, Rié had given me a mission. 
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 The following Monday I calculated the local time and called Atsuko in Tokyo. She 
picked up almost immediately, and she had already heard from M. Sugiyama that he had 
spoken with me. She said he had told her that I cried; but as if she was afraid I would be 
embarrassed, she quickly added, “I did too.” 
 We had not spoken for some time, and after a long conversation we decided to meet 
that fall in Japan. 
 
 
                                                            ____________ 
 
 
 
November 2, 2004 
 
After breakfast at my hotel, I take the streetcar into downtown Nagasaki. I get off at the stop 
closest to Ground Zero. 
 I pluck a light green shoot from a coniferous tree and decide that I will take it to Rié’s 
grave in Tokyo. It is hot outside. 
 In front of the black granite monument wreathed with rainbows of paper cranes, I 
stand for a long time without moving. A few yards away are the brick fragments of the old 
Urakami Cathedral, the building that stood closest to the epicenter of the bomb. 
 I walk a few steps to the Atomic Bomb Museum and descend into the building. There 
are clocks on display, frozen forever at 11:02 a.m. Shadowy shapes burnt on rock, a final 
photographic record of bodies obliterated. Pictures of survivors with burns that healed into 
keloid scars. Eyewitness accounts of a sea of fire, black rain, thirst, the world and life changed 
forever in an instant. 
 Back up into the light. Deep breaths. 
 
 I head up to the new Urakami Cathedral. On my way I see the small house that 
belonged to Takashi Nagai and is now a museum. 
 Nagai was a radiologist in Nagasaki. He himself had leukemia, probably caused by 
exposure to direct radiation at the poorly-equipped hospital where he worked during the war. 
In medical school he had been taken aback by his professors, by the cold bedside manner they 
adopted with dying patients. He was strongly influenced by Blaise Pascal’s Pensées, and this 
is thought to be one reason why he later converted to Catholicism. 
 Nagai’s wife Midori was annihilated instantly when the bomb struck. Nagai and their 
two children, a son and a daughter, survived. 
 Nagai dedicated the rest of his life to helping the people injured in the blast and to 
educating the world about the physical and psychological effects of the bomb on its survivors. 
 Probably because he already had suffered radiation injuries and knew he did not have 
long to live, Nagai was not afraid to get close to the bodies of radiation victims. In his final 
years he grew weak, but from his sickbed in his small house he continued to receive 
dignitaries from around the world. His book, The Bells of Nagasaki, is a poignant depiction of 
his life and the events of August 9, 1945. He died in 1951. He was 43 years old when he died, 
just like Rié. 
 
 
                                                                _____________ 
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October 2009 
 
I have been in Tokyo for the past month, doing a residency at AIT. Now I am heading out for 
a few weeks to travel around Japan. 
 From Kyoto, I take the train to Nara. The Nara station has a rack of brochures—this is 
typical for Japan—on local exhibitions and sights. From the rack a face leaps out at me. It is 
the first upbeat to an encounter I can only describe as a “sculpture shock.” 
 The brochure shows a sculpture of a man, in both full-length photographs and a close-
up of the head. From the man’s mouth a strip of metal protrudes with six small figures stand 
on it. All the writing is in Japanese, so I go to the Nara tourist office and ask them where I 
might find this sculpture. They write down directions for me in English and give me a 
timetable for a local train I can take to get there. 
 The following day, after a few hiccups with the train, I reach Rokuharamitsuji Temple. 
Only later will I realize I am actually back in Kyoto, having returned by a completely 
different route. 
 I stand in front of the sculpture from the brochure. Sculpture chock—yes, exactly. 
This is one of the most affecting things I have ever seen. 
 It is a wooden statue of a monk named Kūya, 117 cm high, dating from the Kamakura 
period in the 1200s; but the holy man Kūya lived in the 900s, so it was not sculpted from life. 
The six small figures proceeding from the mouth stand for the syllables in NAMU AMIDA 
BUTSU, a Mahayana mantra to the boundless Buddha. 
 Kūya was known as the dancing saint. He danced in Kyoto during a period when 
epidemics ravaged the city and the streets were lined with corpses. He danced wrapped in a 
deerskin, holding a staff and striking a gong. 
 Kūya gathered up Kyoto’s dead. He saw that they received decent burial, and he raised 
a temple on the site where Rokuharamitsuji Temple now stands. Even today, this is a temple 
where people go most of all when they are grieving. 
 The figure of Kūya—the historical figure as well as the sculpture—puts me in mind of 
two Christian mystics, St. Francis and Simone Weil. All three emphasized compassion and 
the putting-off of the self, as for instance in Weil’s thoughts on the concepts of la création 
and la décréation, creation and de-creation. 
 This representation of Kūya and the depth of my response to it also remind me of an 
earlier, similarly powerful encounter: when I saw the burned fragments of a statue of the 
Virgin Mary in Nagasaki, salvaged from the ruined Urakami Cathedral and now placed in the 
new Cathedral. 
 I ponder, too, how sculptures (usually made of wood) have functioned throughout 
Japanese history as bearers of new ideas and new philosophies, and what an important 
position they still have in Japanese Buddhist practice today. As I understand it, even the most 
minimalist Zen Buddhist temples and monasteries keep a sculpture of the Buddha—though it 
is usually put away out of sight, and taken out perhaps just once a year, on some feast day of 
particular significance for that temple. What a fascinating way to relate to an artefact: not as 
an object with any magic powers itself, but rather as something that carries a system of 
thought, a philosophy; as a bearer of compassion. 
 And the small standing Buddhas filing out of Kūya’s mouth—they feel akin to the 
garlands of origami cranes that adorn the memorials at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. They feel 
like a chain: words—no words—words—no words. A part of the rituals for grieving and 
death. 
                                                          _____________ 
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March 11–12, 2011 
 
I am making breakfast when I hear on the radio that a violent earthquake has struck Japan. I e-
mail Atsuko and my friends at AIT in Tokyo to make sure they are all right. 
 More details come in throughout the day. There is video footage of the tsunami that 
has surged over Japan’s east coast, leaving devastation in its wake. 
 I get reassuring messages from everyone the next day. They are still alive! But all very 
worried about the situation. 
 Atsuko writes that she was in Ginza, on her way to the movies, when the earthquake 
hit. She had planned to see Xavier Beauvois’ Des hommes et dieux; Of Gods and Men. Instead 
she went to find her husband, an architect, at his office in the neighboring district of 
Yurakucho. 
 All the subways were down and eventually they decided to walk home. They walked 
for hours before reaching their neighborhood of Nakano-ku at midnight. 
 Atsuko closes her e-mail with the words, “Une grand tristesse couvre le Japon.” 
 
                                                             _____________ 
 
July 2012 
 
I am back in Nagasaki, at the National Peace Memorial Hall. Above the reflecting pools, 
dragonflies drone. The air shimmers with heat. The water mirrors the landscape and the sky. 
 I walk down into the memorial hall. Here is the great archive with the records of 
everyone who was declared dead or missing after the bomb on August 9. 
 I sit down at one of the computers. I can search for people by name or date of birth 
and pull up pictures of potential matches. I try to think of how I might find Rié’s aunt. I 
search by birth year and study a series of mostly blurry, slightly grainy photographs of young 
women from the 1940s. Some of their faces are happy, expectant; some are introspective and 
shy. Some look full of purpose and determination. I try to imagine what Rié’s aunt might have 
looked like, but I have too little to go on. All I can do is guess. 
 
Later I roam among the stone sculptures set outside the new Urakami Cathedral. I think they 
look like nineteenth-century Japanese interpretations of statues of saints from medieval 
Europe. These sculptures originally stood in and around the old Cathedral. 
 I walk inside and go up to the wooden fragments of the burned statue of the Virgin 
that I remember from my last visit. Her empty eye sockets draw me in, as if the whole 
universe rested there. I know that she has been and is a comfort for many survivors, believers 
and nonbelievers alike. 
 
I had thought Nagasaki was so much a city of mourning that I would not come here again. But 
when I take my seat on the train for the journey home, I already feel myself longing to return. 
To stand on a Nagasaki hilltop and look out over the sea. To watch the ships move past, to 
feel my eyes dazzled by the sun, to feel my own childhood rising up to meet me and all the 
people I love who have gone before me. I fly back in time, to my mother’s game of finding 
shapes in the clouds that slide over the sky. I fly up into space. 
 
For a few seconds, I float with you all. 
 
 



 8 

                                                              _____________ 
 
 
June 1999 
 
I have a letter from Rié. She has gone with her husband on a business trip. She is in a village 
on the French Atlantic coast. She writes: 
 “Je suis très calme maintenant.” I am very calm now. 
 And she gives me the ocean’s rhythm of waves against the shore, the salt air and the 
scent of pines, united with the quiet beat of her heart.  
 
 
 
 
Bianca Maria Barmen 
 
2014 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 


