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“Home” Revisited in Roger Shimomura's Minidoka
by Samantha Lyons

To Roger Shimomura, home during World War II was a four-walled barrack, identical to its neighbors, surrounded by open blue sky but enclosed
with barbed wire. Shimomura’s lithograph When I moved to Minidoka, all of
my friends lived close to me, from his artist book Memories of Childhood (1999),
visualizes this place in a scene of childhood inspired by his internment experience at Camp Minidoka in Idaho, where he and his family were detained
from 1942 to 1944. In the print, two small figures, represented only through
their hands and partial views of their limbs on either side of the frame, play
catch in front of two barrack-like structures (Fig. 1). These dark buildings,
connected by threads of black barbed wire visible in the background, press
uncomfortably close to the picture’s foreground, creating a restricted and
compressed sense of space. The lithograph is compartmentalized into hardedged, schematically rendered forms: the barbed wire’s sharp lines echo
both the rivets in the barracks and the foreshortened horizon line, while the
structures’ vertical wooden slats further divide the composition into a series
of rigid lines and angles. Adding to the scene’s regimented linear appearance, the thin, translucent sheets of Japanese goyu paper placed over the
image in the artist’s book leave traces of faint vertical lines in the weave, an
overlay that emphasizes the grid-like composition and creates the impression of prison bars. The image’s schematic formal effects heighten the sense
of confinement and alienation, suggesting that even though the two small
figures in the scene engage in play, they are prisoners within this environment.
This article considers how Shimomura’s depictions of Camp Minidoka engage with social, cultural, and psychological notions of home.
Throughout his oeuvre, most noticeably in the An American Diary and
Memories of Childhood series, Shimomura depicts his family’s living spaces
and daily activities both before and during their internment. I argue that Shimomura’s depictions of the internment camp that focus on both the physical
space of home and the familiar activities enacted within unfamiliar spaces,
render an uncanny version of home, revealing the trauma of dislocation as
they engage with the everyday behaviors and routines associated with the
term. In his pop art-styled depictions of the camp barracks, Shimomura does
not normalize these spaces as home; rather, through specific formal and textual strategies, he heightens their uncanny qualities—what Freud termed the
unheimlich (unhomely)—rendering familiar spaces into something strange
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Fig. 1. Roger Shimomura, Memories of Childhood: When I moved to Minidoka, all of my
friends lived close to me, 1999, color lithograph, 10 x 12 1/16 inches (25.4 x 30.7 cm). Spencer Museum of Art, University of Kansas, Lawrence, Kansas. Museum purchase: Lucy
Shaw Schultz Fund, 2002.0045h

and disturbing. Depicted in unsettling representations, Shimomura’s scenes
of camp life emphasize the loss of home through empty and unfamiliar
interiors, spatial disorientation, and the palpable vulnerability of the figures
exposed to the viewer’s scrutiny.
As an artist, Shimomura’s prints and paintings of life in the camps
formally underscore visualizations of exile and loss. However, a crucial part
of his practice explores the recuperative measures of artmaking employed
by fellow interned individuals. While this article begins by examining how
Shimomura’s art explores the loss of home through specific compositional
strategies and subject matter, the second section considers how the artist’s
curatorial endeavors seek alternative formations of homemaking that were
put into practice by camp residents. Shimomura’s curatorial project Shadows
of Minidoka, a 2011 exhibition featuring objects originally created by incarcerated Japanese Americans and later collected by the artist, explores the role
of artmaking as an important practice in producing a meaningful sense of
place.
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Visualizing “Home” and the Japanese American Internment Experience
Shimomura’s artistic output has continually engaged with the forced incarceration of his early years by featuring scenes of daily life in the camps.
Several series of prints and paintings represent and reimagine the memories
of his family in these camps, including Minidoka (1978–79), Diary (1980– 83),
An American Diary (1997), Memories of Childhood (1999), and Minidoka on My
Mind (2006–10). Since 1978, Shimomura has continuously returned to the site
of Minidoka—both physically, at the location in Idaho, and symbolically, in
his various prints, paintings, and installations. A rich literature exists on the
internment camp as subject in Shimomura’s art, including William Lew’s
exhibition and accompanying catalogue Minidoka Revisited: The Paintings
of Roger Shimomura, which analyzes specific works from Minidoka, Diary,
and American Diary that focus on Japanese American internment subjects.
In addition to his own chronological essay on Shimomura’s engagement
with internment camps throughout these series, Lew also includes essays
from an interdisciplinary group of scholars who consider Shimomura’s
internment subjects from their respective disciplines of history, philosophy,
feminist studies, and law, among other fields.1 Several recent dissertations
have also made valuable contributions to existing scholarship, including
Stacey Uradomo’s 2005 “Legacies: Family Memories, History, and Identity
in Japanese American Art,” which draws upon the concept of postmemory, a
term formulated by Marianne Hirsch to describe the transmission of traumatic personal and collective memories from one generation to the next by
means of stories, images, and other mediated forms. Uradomo explores how
Shimomura’s scenes of incarceration—as well as his larger engagement with
Japanese American history and identity—are shaped by his grandmother’s
diary.2 Allison Morgan McCormick’s 2013 dissertation, “Rhetorical Pop: The
Art of Roger Shimomura,” further expands the discussion of Shimomura’s
internment images, as she argues that a “secondary iconography” is apparent in the artist’s works through his appropriation of ukiyo-e elements,
parody, and other visual sign systems.3
Most relevant to my focus on home is Emily Stamey’s 2009 dissertation, “Pop, Place, and Personal Identity in the Art of Roger Shimomura.”4
Stamey explores the significance of place in Shimomura’s representations of
his various residences. Her study pays particular attention to the culturally
distinct locations in which Shimomura has lived, namely Seattle, Washington and Lawrence, Kansas, and their impact on the artist’s depictions of
Japanese American experience and ethnic stereotypes. Stamey argues that
the artist’s formative experiences in both locations—particularly his racialized experiences as an Asian American in the Midwest—helped shape his
representations of a third place, Camp Minidoka, as:
these two different contexts consistently allowed Shimomura to look
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back on Minidoka, and the historical moment of which it was a part,
from the perspective of those in the Midwest for whom it is relatively
unknown and disconnected and from the perspective of the Japanese
American community in Seattle for whom it is an integral part of
their family history.5
While Stamey’s dissertation meaningfully engages with the cultural impact
of place on Shimomura’s art, defined by the author as a “location of meaning,” her study leaves room to explore further the notion of home in Shimomura’s depictions of camp life and how his later curatorial contributions
can be considered as an alternative practice to establish sites of collective
meaning.6
While the concept of home has been widely analyzed in the fields
of social geography, sociology, and psychology, there is no consensus on a
single definition. It can be a physical place, interconnected with a particular
structure, location, or nation.7 It can also be a symbolic space, imbued with
memories, feelings, and meanings.8 As social geographers have articulated,
it can act as a boundary between public and private space, and the inside
and outside world.9 A psychological model considers home as a symbolic
extension of one’s self, where one’s ability to act upon and modify the dwelling and freely express one’s ideas and values is interpreted as a subconscious expression of the self. Home also functions as a space for accommodating a psychological need for privacy.10 The dual need for autonomy and
privacy provides the foundation for the “home as haven” model, a concept
that scholar Shelly Mallett defines as a familial realm clearly differentiated
from public space and removed from public scrutiny and surveillance.11 In
this particular model, home serves as a refuge, a space that fulfills a basic
human need for personal well-being, privacy, comfort, and safety. However,
for those detained in internment camps, these definitions of home become
radically destabilized. As Martin Heidegger contends, “Not every building
is a dwelling,” as the latter term indicates a structure that provides a sense of
comfort and belonging.12 Moreover, not every home or homeland carries the
same kinds of inclusive and stable associations for its inhabitants, particularly for those who have been forcibly relocated through the systematic efforts
of their own government.
In 1942, Roger Shimomura and his mother, father, and grandmother
were only a few of the 120,000 Japanese Americans living on the West Coast
who were removed from their residences in the single largest forced relocation in U.S. history.13 His family lived in a temporary assembly center,
Camp Harmony in Puyallup, Washington, for four months before moving
to a more permanent internment area at Minidoka in Jerome County, Idaho.14 The camp was opened on August 10, 1942 and closed on October 28,
1945. While operable, its maximum population peaked at approximately
9,397 citizens.15 Like many other internment camps, Minidoka was located
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in an isolated and desolate area, built on undeveloped federal reclamation
land.16 Identical and austere barracks, roughly twenty feet wide by 120 feet
long, served as makeshift living units and filled the camp space along with
other communal buildings and facilities.17 Families were assigned individual apartments based on their size, spaces which averaged about twenty by
twenty feet per unit. Each barrack lacked proper insulation to keep the space
properly heated, cooled, and clean. Kitchens and bathrooms—two spaces of
the home traditionally associated with family gathering and privacy, respectively—did not exist in the barracks. Rather, meals were served in large mess
halls and individuals waited in line for communal bathrooms. As Stamey
notes, although the barracks were euphemistically referred to as “apartments,” they often lacked the autonomy one associates with the term.18 Life
was crowded, confined, and difficult for most families living in these temporary housing structures. In Shimomura’s own words, “The barracks when
first occupied were antithetical to the visual concept of ‘home.’”19
Shimomura visualizes the contrasting living environments of the
camps and his family’s home in a series of paintings called An American Diary (1997). The thirty paintings that comprised this series follow his family’s
physical surroundings before and during internment and were each based
on a diary entry written by Shimomura’s grandmother, Toku Shimomura.20
When exhibited, the artist accompanied each painting with a wall panel
transcribing a specific passage from his grandmother’s diary.21 Shimomura’s
inclusion of his grandmother’s diary entries, which describe events both
mundane and deeply personal, adds a new layer of meaning to Shimomura’s treatment of these living spaces, one that further unsettles our understanding of the meanings of home, comfort, and security. In an early work in
the series, American Diary: December 31, 1941, Shimomura depicts the family’s suburban Seattle home; it is dated before his family’s relocation (Fig. 2).
The second, American Diary: August 17, 1942, features the new and bleaker
environment of Idaho (Fig. 3). In American Diary: December 31, 1941, the artist
presents an interior view of a room in an orderly and well-furnished middle-class home, complete with picturesque views of snow-capped mountains
outside the window. The room is comfortably furnished with soft furniture,
cheery bright yellow curtains and a framed landscape picture on the wall.
The accompanying entry from Toku’s diary is transcribed by the artist as
follows:
At last, today will end this year which has been full of changes. This
has been the first time in my life that I had to encounter such horrible
events. All of the family got together and spent time in the warmth of
the house. There is nothing as precious as family gatherings. We did a
lot of house cleaning preparing for the New Year.22
Toku’s diary entry and her grandson’s visualization of home at first appear
to present a moment of relative normalcy within the turbulent time of World
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Fig. 2. Roger Shimomura, American Diary: December 31, 1941, 1997, acrylic on canvas, 11×14 inches (27.9 x 35.6 cm). Private collection. (Photo courtesy of the artist, ©
Roger Shimomura.)

Fig. 3. Roger Shimomura, American Diary: August 17, 1942, 1997, acrylic on canvas,
11×14 inches (27.9 x 35.6 cm). Private collection. (Photo courtesy of the artist, ©
Roger Shimomura.)
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War II, particularly in the aftermath of Pearl Harbor. Although her entry
begins with an anxious reflection on the previous year, her words offer a
reassuring sense of family and community. While Shimomura depicts an orderly and comfortable living space, he intentionally renders an empty home;
the warmth and fullness described in Toku’s diary is noticeably absent. This
vacant domestic space, in contrast to Toku’s description of family togetherness, seems to already visualize the loss of home for Shimomura’s family in
the following year. An image that without Toku’s text could be read as tidy
and comfortable now appears quiet and empty, devoid of the people and
activity that make a space meaningful. The room seems more like an isolated fragment of interior space, rather than as a coextensive part of a family
home. The blue sky seen through the windows is rendered as a flat, matte
blue—the absence of any reflection or glare in the window panes makes it
seem as if there is no glass present, indeed no barrier at all to protect inside
from outside. An enclosed room suddenly opens up to the outside world,
disturbing one’s perception of familiar spaces and negating the feelings of
safety and comfort one associates with home.
The uncanny, empty suburban home featured in this painting finds
distinct formal parallels with the prison-like camp setting seen in American
Diary: August 17th, 1942. The painting features another wall text diary entry
from Toku Shimomura written on the same date:
We arrived at Arlington, Idaho, unnoticed, at 5:30 a.m. Everybody
looked terribly depressed. After lunch, the heat increased. Barely
alive, we continued on. We made it to Rock Mountain at 2:30 p.m.
We changed to buses, and after a two and a half mile ride we arrived
at the newly built camp at 4 p.m. Though the camp was still unfinished we could see the grand scale of this city near the mountains.
We stared in amazement. I was assigned to Block 5-B-6, apt. A. After
cleaning the dust from the room, I went to bed.23
With a similar palette of golden yellow, blues, and browns, the artist makes
a clear formal connection between the two paintings. The black latticed
strokes delineating the window panes in American Diary: December 31, 1941
echo the intersection of lines created by the barbed wire and the barracks’
wooden slats in American Diary: August 17th, 1942. Although the strict ordering of horizontal and vertical lines remains consistent, the position of the
viewer and the setting has radically changed. In the former painting, Shimomura places the viewer within the interior space of the living room, both
compositionally and, with the addition of the diary entry, narratively. Looking out upon the landscape from within the first image, the viewer journeys
out of the home and towards Minidoka in the second, where the viewer
occupies space outside of the camp. Sharp lines of horizontal barbed wire
demarcate inside from outside. As contemporary viewers, we are outsiders
to the camp, but the relationship between our own position and the subject
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matter remains undetermined. The sudden transition from inside to outside
creates a disorienting effect in the viewer, destabilizing a fixed sense of place
as one moves from one side of a scene to another and creating an uncanny
moment of spatial disturbance.
While many of Shimomura’s artworks project a
similar sense of unease brought
on by shifts in spatial orientation, not all of his depictions of
domestic interiors are uninhabited. Throughout the American
Diary series, Shimomura represents residents partaking in
a range of quotidian activities
including eating, cleaning their
living spaces, washing laundry,
and celebrating birthdays. Such
representations may be considFig. 4. Ansel Adams, Baseball Game at Manzanar
ered alongside similar scenes
Relocation Center, 1943, gelatin silver print, diin the highly selective internmensions unknown. Library of Congress, Prints
& Photographs Division, reproduction number,
ment camp imagery released
LC-A35-4-M-56
to the public during World
War II, as they too offered a
seemingly normal representation of home. Photographs by
government-hired War Relocation Authority (WRA) photographers like Ansel Adams
and Dorothea Lange produced
a then-definitive record of
the internment experience for
the U.S. public. These photographs highlight the camps’
inhabitants and their everyday
activities, reinforcing a benign
summer camp-like representation of internment.24 Published
Fig. 5. Dorothea Lange, Pledge of Allegiance,
photographs usually did not
Raphael Weill Elementary School, San Francisco,
emphasize the interiors of bar1942, gelatin silver print, 13 3/8 x 10 1/16 inchracks or the difficult living cones (34 x 25.6 cm). Library of Congress, Prints &
Photographs Division, reproduction number,
ditions many faced, but rather
LC-USZ62-17124
illustrated the leisure activities,
productive labor, or civic
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obedience displayed by those who were incarcerated.25 Adams’ photograph
of a game of baseball at Camp Manzanar or Lange’s of young students reciting the pledge of allegiance reassured those on the outside that containing
Japanese Americans was the right course of action, and that life was continuing as usual for those who were interned (Figs. 4 and 5).
Shimomura’s representations of daily life in the camps provide an
alternative account to the dominant wartime depictions of the internment
experience, largely influenced by the perception of artificiality in the pop art
style he adopts. Unlike the problematic WRA photographs, whose blackand-white documentary quality presented a seemingly factual yet highly
selective, manipulated view of life in the camps, Shimomura’s graphic, comic-book style paintings instead highlight the superficial, packaged qualities
of previous representations.26 The ironically bright views of Shimomura’s
Minidoka, full of vivid, cloudless skies and smooth uninflected surfaces,
offer formal choices that offset the false naturalism of photographic representations, as does his strategy of merging depictions of everyday activities
with surprising and unsettling reminders of imprisonment. In many of his
prints and paintings, Shimomura chooses to show the very things the government had required Adams and Lange to avoid: views of barbed wire,
watchtowers, and armed soldiers. These jarring additions become the compositional and thematic elements that structure Shimomura’s scenes of camp
life.
In the early work, Minidoka No. 3 (Diary) (1978), which is also based
on Toku’s diary entries, Shimomura depicts his grandmother in the foreground holding a brush and paper (Fig. 6). Although the woman’s form
takes up two thirds of the painting, the glimpse of bright sky in the upper
right-hand corner, which contrasts with the darker color palette of the surrounding walls and floor, draws the eye to the painting’s upper-right corner,
where a mother teaches a child to walk. The figures are positioned in front
of a door, beyond which seven slim lines of barbed wire echo the horizontal lines of the floor. Through such intrusions, everyday events associated
with home, including childrearing and familial bonding, become charged
with a sense of confinement and immobility. Appearing on the threshold of
the door, positioned between inside and outside, the mother instructs her
child to move on his own, yet his very movement and autonomy remains
circumscribed by the camp’s threatening borders. Similar obtrusive elements
are also found in the series Memories of Childhood (1999), which the artist
describes as “images that are scraped from the linings of my mind—not
necessarily what I remembered specifically, but what I respond with when
I think of Camp Minidoka.”27 Throughout this collection of prints, a young
Shimomura engages in predominantly solitary activities in or around the
barracks. In the work entitled When I caught the chickenpox, my mom and I had
to live alone, a young boy appears alone in the corner of an empty barrack,
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Fig. 6. Roger Shimomura, Minidoka No. 3 (Diary), 1978, acrylic on
canvas, 59 7/8 x 72 1/16 inches (152.1 x 183 cm). Spencer Museum
of Art, University of Kansas, Lawrence, Kansas. Museum purchase,
1979.0051

Fig. 7. Roger Shimomura, Memories of Childhood: When I caught the chickenpox, my mom and I had to live alone, 1999, color lithograph, 10 x 12 1/16 inches (25.4 x 30.7 cm). Spencer Museum of Art, University of Kansas, Lawrence, Kansas. Museum purchase: Lucy Shaw Schultz Fund, 2002.0045l
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crouching to look at a mouse (Fig. 7). The formal qualities of his blue and
white striped shirt are echoed in the upper right corner, where a glimpse of
blue sky can be seen through a window lined with barbed wire.
Shimomura’s depictions of Minidoka present an uncanny version
of the everyday activities associated with home, especially those unassuming practices that result from one’s sense of comfort and security by living
in a particular place. In their articulation of home and place, social geographers Edward Relph and David Seamon describe how neighborhoods
and communities have particular rhythms to them that arise naturally and
without directed intervention. Relph’s term for this is “existential insidedness”—when a place is experienced without deliberate and self-conscious
reflection.28 Drawing upon Relph’s ideas, Seamon formulates the concept of
place-ballets and space-routines, where people experience positive and dynamic exchanges through a series of everyday habits.29 Even the internment
camps resonate with Seamon’s idea of place-ballet, in that new patterns and
routines were experienced and repeated, and new communities were forged
and perhaps strengthened; however, the controlled circumstances under
which these patterns emerged makes them anything but natural or freely
experienced.
Shimomura frequently depicts the uncanniness of daily routines
enacted within unfamiliar spaces by emphasizing the alienation of his subjects. Not only are the figures typically represented in isolation or in partial
views, but they are also seen repeating ordinary activities in a sequential
progression of fragmented, isolated spaces. The serial, comic-book style of
the narrative’s thirty paintings, each 11 by 14 inches, lays out internment in a
repetitive arrangement of individual tasks and actions. His figures play, eat
meals, and read books. Shelter and everyday routines—markers of home—
are consistently presented, yet the lack of autonomy ascribed to the subjects
inhabiting these scenes and performing such activities heightens the sense of
unnaturalness.
Karen Higa has effectively argued that Shimomura’s art can be seen
as a response to the insensitive refrain often used to justify the internment:
if Japanese American citizens maintained some semblance of normal life in
the camps, then it might not have been too much of a hardship.30 Shimomura
does represent the banal and celebratory aspects of daily existence, yet the
power of his works—and the critique launched against the power structures that allowed such a sustained event to occur—can be interpreted in his
formal strategies. His paintings and prints focalize the relentlessly controlled
and bound aspects of his subjects’ daily activities through their isolated,
fragmented, and depersonalized presentation. Returning to Higa’s claims,
it is this “sense of silent oppression” that stays with the viewer long after
disengaging with the images.31
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Fig. 8. Roger Shimomura, Memories of Childhood: One time a friend from
Seattle came to visit me while I was in camp, 1999, color lithograph, 10 x
12 1/16 inches (25.4 x 30.7 cm). Spencer Museum of Art, University of
Kansas, Lawrence, Kansas. Museum purchase: Lucy Shaw Schultz Fund,
2002.0045t

As previously noted, Shimomura’s works frequently manipulate the
composition’s spatial dimensions to suddenly change the viewer’s position
or confuse distinctions between interior and exterior space. These formal
choices often present an ambiguous sense of inside and outside as one
moves through the artist’s depictions of camp life. In many of his works,
Shimomura implicitly asks viewers to consider their own sense of place
and belonging by how he situates them compositionally. In One time a friend
from Seattle came to visit me while I was in camp from Memories of Childhood, a
young Shimomura speaks to a light-haired boy, while a female figure, visible
only by the lower third of her body, stands in front of Shimomura (Fig. 8).
The two boys are separated by seven thin black lines of barbed wire that
extend beyond the picture’s cropped edges. Placed on the same side of the
fence as Shimomura and his mother, we are both inside the camps as intimate observers, aligned with the artist and other Japanese Americans whose
identities as American citizens were called into question during the war, and
outside this barrier, at a remove from time and place.
The barbed wire that structures Shimomura’s works also serves as
a barrier between inside and outside and between those who are “in place”
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(those outside of the camps perceived as American citizens) and those who
are “out of place” (Japanese Americans interned in the camps). In such
images, the common belief of home as haven, elaborated in Mallett’s essay
as private domestic space protected from the outside world, exists only for
those beyond the fences, which do not protect the inside from outside, but
rather the outside from the inside.32 During wartime, these measures were justified as protecting
Japanese Americans from harm,
when of course this national policy
involved a great deal of personal
loss for those who were interned.33
Home as haven is a bankrupt
concept for those on the inside.
Rather than a haven or space of
protection, these spaces served to
contain, to keep the so-called “enemy aliens” away from the general
populace.
Shimomura’s American Citizen #2 aptly references the contradiction of reconciling homeland as
both a terrain where one was born
and as a place of non-belonging for
people who are targeted for their
cultural and racial identities (Fig.
Fig. 9. Roger Shimomura, American Citizen
9). It is a work whose title suggests
#2, 2006, color lithograph, 15 7/8 x 11 7/8
a sense of estrangement from one’s
inches (40.3 x 30.2 cm). Spencer Museum
nation. In this lithograph print, a
of Art, University of Kansas, Lawrence,
young Shimomura stands alone
Kansas. Gift of the artist, 2007.0094
in a barrack, reading a red book.
Another barbed wire window appears directly above him, its rectangular shape and horizontal barbed lines
emulating the stripes of an American flag. The barbed flag serves as a dark
reminder that one’s homeland can quickly turn into a violent place of marginalization and alienation for entire communities.
Shimomura’s shifting stylistic references can also be situated within this discussion of loss of home and identity. In his early series Minidoka
(1978-79), Shimomura touches upon stories from the internment camp in
a style reminiscent of Japanese ukiyo-e prints, while later series, such as
Memories of Childhood, adopt the visual vocabulary of pop art.34 These works
possess the strong graphic sensibility of commercial design, with flat, unmodulated colors, bold linear compositions, and dark figural outlines. In
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her essay, “Delayed Reactions,” Lucy Lippard points out the disjointed and
humorous nature of Shimomura’s cultural mixing, an approach that underscores Western perceptions of Japanese art rather than their historical
realities. She writes, “By juxtaposing modern American objects and styles
with nineteenth-century Japanese costume and styles, especially ukiyo-e
prints from the ‘floating world’ of the lower classes, he reveals another kind
of floating world, that of the ‘homeless’ or ‘multicentered’ bicultural America.”35 Lippard’s assessment of ukiyo-e prints as a nineteenth-century phenomenon highlights how Eurocentric attitudes, largely shaped by European
collectors and artists, perpetuated the Orientalizing myth of ukiyo-e imagery
as authentic contemporary representations of Japanese culture, despite the
fact that the genre had developed much earlier in Japan’s Edo period (16031868). Lippard further explores homelessness as a metaphor to describe the
unanchored multicultural visual vocabulary that Shimomura uses, as he
frequently draws from both American and Japanese cultural contexts. In
the American Diary and Memory of Childhood series, he integrates internment
imagery in the familiar commercial stylings of pop art, a strategy that creates
tension with the “otherness” of Japanese-American identity. Shimomura’s
deft use of an artistic style popularized in the mid-twentieth century by and
typically identified with white male American artists such as Andy Warhol,
James Rosenquist, and Tom Wesselmann, features marginalized figures and
political events often excluded from the subject matter these artists tended to
draw from, namely the palatable figures and products of mainstream white
culture.
Shimomura also plays with pop art’s familiar aim for subversive
effect. The pop style of Shimomura’s Minidoka works pull in viewers with
their surface appeal before their content can be fully understood. Perhaps
the most compelling aspect of Shimomura’s style, with its vibrant colors
and eye-catching graphic quality, is that it belies the emotional and traumatic content surrounding such a formative event. It depicts the internment
experience of the everyday in a relatively bright, yet seemingly artificial
fashion. The cartoonish quality of his paintings and prints present a visually simplified depiction of life in the camps. Shimomura’s deployment of a
recognizable and easily consumed American art style becomes all the more
disturbing once visible elements of imprisonment, such as barbed wire and
watchtowers, become apparent. Moreover, the decision to position contemporary viewers both inside and outside of the camps, occupying the place of
both the interned and the viewer, further compels viewers to question one’s
homeland as a secure and inclusive place, producing an uneasy and unanchored sense of home across place and time.
Like thousands of other imprisoned citizens, when Shimomura’s
family arrived at the camps, they were housed in identical blocks of impersonal barracks. Eventually the barracks at Minidoka became more
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domesticated as materials such as scrap lumber became available and
residents were able to build their own furniture. Household items such
as curtains, furniture and bedding from Sears and Roebuck catalogues
were ordered by camp residents and used to decorate individual spaces.36
These physical changes made to the barracks do not appear in Shimomura’s American Diary and Memories of Childhood series—indeed, the artist has
indicated most of his camp depictions feature the barracks in their original
and unadorned state.37 While “home” is present in Shimomura’s works, it is
largely conveyed by what is not there, rather than what is. Image after image
features figures alone in empty barracks, or outside unadorned buildings,
without the personalization, privacy, and security that define an individual’s
sense of home. Shimomura’s works show the absence of home as something
not only defined by physical and geographical estrangement, but also as a
loss of those qualities and objects most associated with it.
Making a Home Elsewhere: The Exhibition and Display of Japanese
American Internment
In the field of humanistic geography, home acts as a central place of significance and meaning, where people experience and modify their living space
to create a place of comfort and belonging.38 As Shimomura’s artwork indicates, for those forcibly interned in temporary barracks, the act of homemaking in an inhospitable environment remained tenuous. Instead of looking at
the physical space of the barracks as a site for homemaking, one may turn
to artmaking as a more autonomous practice pursued by interned individuals, and as arguably the closest activity to homemaking and community
building in a traditional sense. As a collector and curator, Shimomura has
explored the role of artmaking as an important practice for those who were
interned. The following section explores the artist’s curatorial involvement
in displaying objects created by interned individuals who extended acts of
creativity and agency outside of the barracks to produce a meaningful sense
of place.
As Jane Dusselier argues in her study Artifacts of Loss: Crafting Survival in Japanese American Concentration Camps, many imprisoned Japanese
Americans turned to artmaking practices as a means of recovering personal
identity, as a survival practice, and to create a portable sense of place.39 In
opposition to the depersonalized living spaces of the camps, Shimomura turns to the creative output of those who lived there to provide visual
accounts of loss and displacement, self-preservation, and personal identity.
The most prominent voice in Shimomura’s art, as previously discussed, was
his grandmother. In addition to writing daily diary entries, Toku Shimomura
also wrote haiku poetry, which often expressed thinly veiled anger about her
internment.40 Other examples of creative expression include the cultivation
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of desert gardens and uniquely patterned clothing, creations that gave a
sense of individuality and familiarity in an otherwise unfamiliar and hostile
place. Camp residents also pursued art practices in the form of landscaping
projects and Japanese arts and crafts classes.41 Shimomura has described
his own memories about the formation of artistic classes at Minidoka.
According to the artist, the Japanese American community was quick to
establish educational and creative opportunities in the camps; among them
were classes in traditional Japanese musical instruments, writing haiku and
poetry, as well as classes in sumi-e (or ink wash painting). His grandmother
participated regularly in these artistic activities.42
The inclusion of Toku’s diary entries in his representations of Minidoka serves as one of many actions Shimomura has taken to make visible
the voices of Japanese American internees. In addition to incorporating his
grandmother’s writing in his art and exhibitions, Shimomura has also been
active in collecting and displaying works by other Japanese American artists
and camp residents. In 2011, Shimomura helped organize Shadows of Minidoka, an exhibition held at the Lawrence Arts Center, Kansas, and contributed
essays for its accompanying catalogue.43 For this exhibition, Shimomura
evoked a wide variety of Japanese American wartime experiences by displaying objects created in camps, including not only art and craft objects,
such as jewelry made from sea shells, lamps made from local sea scraps,
handmade furniture, and rock vases, but also deeply personal and individualized objects of remembrance like high school yearbooks and poetry books.
These objects were displayed alongside official wartime records, including
government documents justifying the policy of internment, to suggest the
impact of mass internment on a personal level. On the importance of displaying these objects, the artist states:
I think the war time products made by camp incarcerees were a testament to their positive creative spirit…I think it helped that I have
always been a collector of objects. It seemed a natural extension of
this interest to turn this passion to any physical evidence related to
the camp experience.44
In adjacent galleries at the Lawrence Arts Center, Shimomura displayed
works from Minidoka on My Mind (2010), a series of thirty paintings that similarly engage with the subject of internment.45 Shimomura’s artwork and his
accompanying collection of objects created by interned individuals develops
an important and ongoing conversation between past and present representations of Japanese American experience. Shadows of Minidoka and related
exhibitions devoted to representing personal stories of Japanese American
internment through material culture create important spaces of meaning,
where individual voices may be recovered, expressed, and experienced.46
While the internment camps acted as sites of confinement and surveillance, they nevertheless were active places for the production of
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individual and collective memory. The camps became sites of artistic production and communal experience, reconstituted by those on the inside into
some semblance of a meaningful place, even if their designation as “home” remains in question. Shimomura connects his own experience and artistic production to these exhibitions by including images and objects of his family,
including his grandmother’s diaries, which became important source materials for his future work. In this sense, his own practice—as an artist and as a
politically motivated citizen—is fundamentally intertwined with the project
of making a place for the memories of internment camp residents.
To think about belonging or dwelling in a place founded upon
exclusionary practices naturally calls for a nuanced discussion of home in
relation to the lived experiences of camp residents, and for an understanding
of how artmaking, rather than homemaking, became a recuperative measure
for combatting the fragmenting effects of displacement. Roger Shimomura’s continued engagement with representing internment through his own
artistic and curatorial practice effectively explores the fraught context of
home both within and beyond its physical boundaries. While his own art
shows the internment camps as living spaces founded on institutionalized
racial oppression, Shimomura’s curatorial activities offer an expanded and
deeply felt examination of home’s absence through the creative practices of
other exiled and marginalized American citizens. In opposition to the empty,
uncanny homes depicted in his art—unhomely spaces that reveal the disorienting effects of displacement and loss—the objects and activities represented in such curatorial endeavors uncover the material realities of internment
and create powerful accounts of the absence of home.
* I would like to thank David Cateforis and Charles Eldredge at the University of Kansas for their invaluable feedback on the seminar paper that served
as the basis for this article. My gratitude also to the editors of RAR and the
outside reader for their thoughtful readings and critical insights. I am especially grateful to Roger Shimomura for sharing his experiences with me, and
to Sofia Galarza Liu and Morgan Hunter at the Spencer Museum of Art for
their generous assistance with reproductions.
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