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The Unknowability of Post-nuclear Landscapes in the
Russian Television Series Chernobyl, Exclusion Zone

Irina Souch

[Tama: B genpb aBapum nrogu ¢ [lpunATy npuxoguan BOT Ha 3TOT
MOCT CMOTPeTb, KaK CTAaHILIVA IOJIbIXaeT.

Hacrsa: Uto oHu, HU4Yero He MOHUMAN?

[MTamra: Het, Hukakoil TpeBoru u na"Hukyu. OHM IPOCTO CTOANN HA
MOCTY, CMOTpe/I Ha OTOHb, a BeTep THajl Ha HUX TOHHBI AJJePHOTO
rormsa. (Chernobyl, Exclusion Zone, episode 3)!

Across multiple languages, the term Chernobyl is shorthand for a “no-
man’s land,” an anthropogenic disaster “zone,” and an omen of science
gone awry (Saunders 2017, 190). Echoing Jacques Ranciére’s contention
that “the real must be fictionalized to be thought” (Ranciere 2004, 38),
the Russian television series Chernobyl, Exclusion Zone (Chernobyl’,
Zona otchuzhdeniia, 2014; 2017), directed by Anders Banke and Pavel
Kostomarov, belongs to a gallery of cultural texts that engage with the
existing visual imaginary of the Exclusion Zone: the Ukrainian terri-
tory surrounding the Chernobyl nuclear power plant contaminated by
the April 1986 meltdown.* Chernobyl, Exclusion Zone (CEz)—which

1 “Pasha: On the day of the catastrophe people from Pripyat came to this bridge to
watch the reactor burn.
Nastia: Didn’t they understand what was going on?
Pasha: No, there was no alarm raised and so there was no panic. They just stood on
the bridge and looked at the fire while the wind blew tons of radioactive ashes at
them.” (Here and below all translations from Russian are mine.)

2 In view of this essay’s engagement with a popular Russian television series, the
spelling of geographic locations will be transliterated from Russian throughout.
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Russia Beyond calls “a crazy mix of genres [which] positions itself as
mystery, fantasy, drama, thriller, road-movie, action, disaster and even
melodrama” (Egorov 2019) —comprises two seasons aired by popular
online television channels. The first season was released by TNT in 2014,
while the second season appeared on Tv3 in 2017. The show concluded,
in 2019, with a three-part feature film of the same title, which was en-
thusiastically received by audiences and critics alike.

This essay analyzes the series’ first season, which consisted of eight
episodes. In these episodes, set in 2013, a group of young Musco-
vites—Pasha (Konstantin Davidov), Lesha (Sergei Romanovich), Nastia
(Valeriia Dmitrieva), Ania (Kristina Kazinskaia), and Gosha (Anvar
Khalilulaev)—travel to Chernobyl to find a dodgy internet technician,
Igor’ (II'ia Sherbinin), who has stolen a large sum of money from Pasha.
The journey, full of dramatic events and fantastical adventures, takes
place both in 2013 and on the eve of the 1986 accident, as the young
Muscovites find themselves traveling not only across space—from Mos-
cow to Chernobyl—but also across time. Indeed, the characters travel
back and forth repeatedly between the present and the pre-explosion
past. In science fiction, time travel “is very much a pop-culture icon [...]
mirror[ing] our desire to once and for all rid ourselves of the chains of
linear time” (Jones ¢ Flaxman 2012, 12). The characters’ travels across
time in cEz are of particular interest here, because each time they re-
turn to Chernobyl—whether to 1986 or 2013 —they discover a reality
nearly identical to the one they left, but changed to the extent that it
requires narrative (re)adjustments. To this effect, the series” epigraph,
Huxkro He BepréTcs npexxuum, echoes Heraclitus’s famous adage.* It
appears that the Zone, monumentalized in the concrete sarcophagus
that caps Reactor Number Four, the empty buildings and huge Ferris
wheel in Pripyat’s deserted central square, is not dead; rather, it con-
stantly mutates as the Muscovites move back and forth through time.

With references to real locations, cEz destabilizes the historical ac-

I would also like to note that the representation of Russian-Ukrainian relations in
the series will not be considered, since this topic is beyond the scope of the present
analysis—the long-term environmental impact of the 1986 nuclear catastrophe.

3 On the popular site Kino-teatr.ru, for example, cez has a ranking of 7571 (out of
420 votes) (“Otzyvy”).

4 “No one will return the same.” The quote attributed to Heraclitus goes as follows:
“No man ever steps in the same river twice. For it’s not the same river and he’s not
the same man.”
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counts, scientific reports, and artistic representations on which viewers
have relied to understand the effects of radioactive contamination. This
is achieved through the series’ aforementioned hybrid generic makeup
with, however, a strong emphasis on fantasy. In television studies, so-
called telefantasy is as an umbrella term for various genres “united by
their representation of the otherworldly and unreal” (Johnson 2015, 57)
Many contemporary scholars see telefantasy as a potentially subversive
genre (Jackson 1981; Neale 2000; Spigel 2001). Steve Neale, for one,
maintains that in film (or television) verisimilitude works at two levels:
the sociocultural, marking what aligns with lived reality, and the gener-
ic, defining what is plausible according to a given genre’s conventions.
Both levels structure viewers’ expectations and understanding (Neale
2000). Through its depiction of other realities that operate according
to a given set of rules, telefantasy effectively challenges sociocultural
verisimilitude. Yet viewers still invest in fantastic narratives—not only
because they engender the pleasure of the unexpected but also because
they conform to the principle of generic verisimilitude. The creation of
“a story-world that is different from the realities of our everyday world
but still convincing and plausible” (Johnson 2015, 57) makes telefantasy
exceptionally suitable for cultural critique as it allows imagining things
that traditional realistic forms of representation cannot.

As a fantastic narrative cEz remains mindful of the challenges that
conventional screen media face in dealing with various environmental
phenomena—phenomena that, owing to their scale or duration, over-
whelm human perceptual capacities, and therefore cannot be narra-
tivized in familiar linear time-space trajectories. The series rearranges
existing interpretations and visual idioms in accordance with its sci-fi
aesthetics to point to the limits of our ability to grasp Chernobyl’s con-
sequences. In what follows I focus on how these consequences (which
often cannot be directly seen, felt, smelled, or heard) are rendered intel-
ligible—but not exhaustively knowable—through engagement with the
Zone’s ever-evolving post-nuclear landscapes.

The Nuclear Disaster and the (Visual) Narratives of Its Aftermath
Before conducting a close reading of the series, we might turn to the ex-
isting cultural documents to consider how they envisage the Exclusion

5 According to this definition, science fiction can be considered a subcategory of tele-
fantasy.
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Zone as a location either of abandonment or nature’s vengeful return.
Such an overview will allow us to identify the main trends that inform
cez’s visual and narrative choices. Until today, the explosion of Reactor
Number Four that took place at Chernobyl on April 26, 1986, blasting a
radioactive cloud across the Soviet Union and a large swath of Europe,
is commonly referred to as “the world’s greatest nuclear disaster” (Lind-
bladh 2019, 240), accompanied by HenpenBueHHBIE KOTOCCATbHbIE
MONUTHYECKIIE, SKOHOMUYECKIE, COL[MaNbHbIe U [...] 9KOMOrMYecKme
u MenuKo-6uonorndeckue nocnencrsusa (Drokonova 2015, 8).° Over
the years, the Chernobyl tragedy has elicited multiple interpretations,
growing into what Sarah Phillips has astutely termed a “polysemous
symbol” (Phillips 2004, 159). As anthropologist Adriana Petryna
claims, “the blinding and incomprehensible light delivered by Cher-
nobyl [...] has become a consuming hole in the present, a rupture in
historic time, systems of belief, and representation (Petryna 1995, 197).
The catastrophe has been associated with the decline of the Communist
order (Bryukovetska 2016; Remnick 1994; Volkogonov 1998); Ukraine’s
secession from the Soviet Union (Riabchuk 2009, 96); the heroism of
the clean-up workers (equated with the heroism of Soviet soldiers dur-
ing World War II) (Bryukovetska 2016, Johnson 2020; Marples 1993);
Judgement Day (Phillips 2004, 163; Lindbladh 2019, 241); the failure of
Soviet science (Saunders 2017, 200); and, more generally, “the dangers
of technology and the incompatibility of science and nature” (Phillips
2004, 164). Ultimately, “Chernobyl exemplifies a moment when scien-
tific knowability collapsed and new maps and categories of entitlement
emerged” (Petryna 2004, 250). The catastrophe disrupted global atom-
ic discourse, forcing scientific and technological utopias to give way to
a mindfulness of the biopolitical effects of nuclear radiation (Petryna
2002). In the ussr, Chernobyl transformed Soviet “nuclear optimism”
into post-Soviet radiophobia (Mirnyi 2009).

Shortly after the explosion, areas of northern Ukraine and Bela-
rus were evacuated. The depopulated territory, a 30-kilometer radius
known as the Exclusion Zone—or simply “the Zone” —was left to decay,
becoming “a monument to the secrecy and failings of the Cold War, a
warning from history of a nuclear energy utopia, and [...] a place mis-
aligned with respect to normal or everyday practice” (Stone 2013, 79).

6 “unforeseen, colossal political, economic, social, as well as [...] ecological, medical
and biological consequences.”
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Throughout the years, the almost total absence of human activity has
transformed the space into something of a nature reserve (Mycio 2005).
The post-catastrophe Zone consists of the reactor site, the satellite city
of Pripyat, and the surrounding rural area populated illegally by several
hundred returnees, for whom Chernobyl’s “deindustrial landscape” is
infused with lived experiences and memory (Davies 2013, 124).” En-
circled by barbed-wire fencing and controlled by border guards, the
Zone is still restricted access; to enter one needs special permission. The
restrictions, however, have not precluded the emergence of “dark tour-
ism,” as masses of people are attracted to the “near-mythic bleakness
of this fascinating post-apocalyptic landscape” (Roalstraete 2009).5
Dark tourism to the site—from both Western and post-socialist coun-
tries—started in the early 2000s and reached its peak in the summer
of 2019, after the release of the internationally acclaimed HBO television
series Chernobyl? Jeff Goatcher and Viv Brunsden argue that instead of
a place, Chernobyl has become the name of an event, comparable to 9/11
(2011, 115-16). Parallel to this is the “stalker” subculture: young Ukrain-
ian men who clandestinely visit the contaminated area to explore the
wilderness.” The most enterprising among them offer “illegal tours” to
thrill-seeking visitors (Balakjian 2019).

7 Located close to the Belarusian border, Chernobyl was one of the first Ukrainian
sites occupied by Russian troops on February 24, 2022. On March 31, however, it
was reported that most Russian troops had withdrawn, as Russia abandoned the
Kyiv offensive to focus on operations in eastern Ukraine. The “dark tourism” (see
below) and archive of Chernobyl images and narratives referred to in this section
concern the period prior to the current military conflict, which undeniably creates
another dimension to the site.

8 In 2019, the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone was mentioned by Forbes as the year’s “sur-
prise hit tourist destination” (Madden 2019). For insight on the background and
meaning of Chernobyl’s “dark tourism” see, for instance, Dobraszczyk (2010),
Goatcher and Brunsden (2011), Stone (2013), Yankovska and Hannam (2014), and
Hutchings and Linden (2018).

9 Chernobyl attracted an audience of eight million viewers within a month of its re-
lease in May 2019 and caused an increase of forty percent in tour bookings to the
Zone (D’alessandro 2019). Contrary to the Russian series under discussion—which
primarily focuses on the longitudinal effects of Reactor Number Four’s disastrous
explosion—the HBO project aimed to provide a “realist” reconstruction of events
that took place before, during, and directly after the catastrophe.

10 This name clearly refers to Andrei Tarkovskii’s famous 1979 film, Stalker (Stalker),
based on the Strugatskii brothers’ novel Roadside Picnic (Piknik na obochine, 1972),
in which “stalker” is a nickname for men who illegally prospect for and smuggle
alien artifacts out of the Zone.
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A subject of fascination, incomprehension, and anxiety for several
decades, and continuously photographed and filmed by reporters, art-
ists, and tourists alike, the Zone’s landscape is almost impossible to mis-
recognize." Along with photographs and documentary footage, the area
has repeatedly served as a stage for popular cinema. Two well-known
Hollywood productions are Chernobyl Diaries by Bradley Parker (2012)
and A Good Day to Die Hard by John Moore (2013). In the former, a
group of teenagers travel to Pripyat, where they are confronted by su-
pernatural creatures lurking in the town’s ruins; in the latter, Pripyat
is the setting for exposing corruption in Soviet and post-Soviet Rus-
sia. There has also been a steady production of films on Chernobyl in
Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia. These projects have been extensively dis-
cussed by Lindbladh (2019) and Bryukhovetska (2009, 2016). The most
recent production is the Russian feature-length film Chernobyl: Abyss
(Chernobyl’, 2021), directed by Danila Kozlovskii and available on the
streaming platform Netflix.

The spectrum of Chernobyl post-disaster narratives is structured
by a divide between the dystopic outlook on further use of nuclear en-
ergy, and theories about nature’s ability not only to recover from but
also to thrive in the face of environmental contamination (Byshniou
2006; Phillips & Ostaszewski 2012). The first tendency aligns with the
representation of the Zone as a site of intangible, terrifying dangers.
The Guardian reporter Kim Willsher, for instance, reminisces about
her experience at the explosion’s epicenter shortly after the event in the
following way:

The first time we visited [Pripyat], it seemed post-apocalyptic. We
found homes still furnished, with personal belongings lying around.
[...] It looked as if [people] had just vanished into thin air. Outside,
the public-address system was still playing maudlin music and the
funfair, with its bumper cars and brightly-coloured ferris wheel, was
beginning to rust. [...] Scientists estimate the contaminated area

11 The most prominent examples of the Zone’s depictions are Nikolaus Geyrhalter’s
1999 documentary Pripyat, Maryann DeLeo and Christophe Bisson’s short doc-
umentary White Horse (2008), and Holly Morris and Anne Bogart’s production
The Babushkas of Chernobyl (2015). There also are extensive photographic collec-
tions by Igor Kostin, Robert Polidori, Riidiger Lubricht, Andrej Krementschouk,
David McMillan, and Alice Miceli; and well-known conceptual art works by Kenji
Yanobe.
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will not be safe for 24,000 years, give or take a thousand. (Willsher
2019)

In contrast to Willsher’s descriptions of the glowing “red forest,” sap-
lings “with needles growing backwards,” and “mice with six toes and
deformed teeth” (Willsher2019), observers who have visited the site
since its opening to the public in the early 2000s have produced stories
about a seemingly jubilant natural resurgence. Thus, a participant in an
illegal “stalker” expedition defines the Zone as a “natural utopia” where
“every corner is brimming with life. Eagles swoop low, deer run freely,
wild boar grunt, and insects bustle” (Balakjian 2019). Meanwhile, a vis-
itor on a regular Chernobyl tour reports:

Everywhere nature can be seen to be taking back its territory. Trees
have erupted through the thick concrete steps of Pripyat’s central
plaza, while the surrounding woods—which now provide homes
for healthy populations of wolves, deer and boar—have spread over
every piece of open ground. (McKie 2011)"

Yet, exposing the instabilities of both physical and epistemological
infrastructures, each of these accounts testifies to the respective au-
thor’s desire to grasp the effects of the invisible “blinding light” (Pet-
ryna 2002, 75) through identifying concrete, material markers, which
by now have become recognizable visual tropes.” As Daniel Biirkner
rightly suggests, “iconographic indicators lend context and make visible
the otherwise hidden impact of contamination” (Biirkner 2014, 24). As
Chernobyl “has come to have an iconic life beyond its physical reality,”
articulating “cultural anxiety about technology and nuclear power in
particular” (Goatcher and Brunsden 2011, 115), its landscape acquires
special meaning only when combined with images of the thick concrete
shell that covers Reactor Number Four (the so-called sarcophagus),

12 This view of the Zone as a reemergent, ostensibly harmonic wilderness encouraged
James Lovelock to champion increased use of nuclear energy. In his book The Re-
venge of Gaia, Lovelock claims rather controversially that the aftermath of the ca-
tastrophe has demonstrated nuclear waste’s beneficial impact on the natural world
(Lovelock 2007, 127-32).

13 Radiation’s “blinding light” in Petryna’s formulation echoes the international
atomic science discourse of a “sunshine unit,” a measure for the amount of stron-
tium in a human organism (Orlova 2019, 90).
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the empty buildings, and the remnants of the amusement park with
the huge Ferris wheel in its center. These images, Biirkner argues, are
necessary in order to “mark [...] the topography and its landscape as a
lethal space” (Biirkner 2014, 24). Indeed, over the years the very status
of Chernobyl as a geographic location has changed: suspended in time,
the ruins surrounded by mutating, regenerating nature, now pertain to
“the realm of the symbolic as a token of loss [...] for it is no longer, and
never will be, as it once was” (Todkill 2001, 1605).

CEZ’s opening sequence demonstrates the series’ own rich intertex-
tual legacy, for it reproduces the best-known images of Chernobyl’s haz-
ardous environment: a bird’s-eye view of the sprawling concrete apart-
ment buildings; littered, shadowy passages; indoor spaces with sagging
floors, mildew, peeling paint, and a wall drawing of a child’s silhouette
carrying a butterfly net; classrooms with scattered furniture, papers,
posters, broken geometric models, and toys; a blackened monumen-
tal statue of Prometheus; a playground swing; scraggly leafless trees;
barbed wire wound around electricity poles; and windswept clouds of
heavy smoke. The colors of the objects and environment are a murky
grey, blue, and yellow. Most images in the sequence are icons of the dis-
aster’s aftermath. The next section considers how engagement with the
Zone’s iconography allows cez to show the many ways in which radio-
active fallout manifests in the Zone’s landscapes and lifeworlds.

Intertextual Imaginations of the Zone in CEz

The introductory video Pasha and his companions watch on Igor”s
VKontakte page in an attempt to locate his whereabouts shows him
donning a flashy white leather biker outfit.* Smiling broadly, the
thief leans against a gleaming motorbike with the famous Work-
er and Kolkhoz Woman monumental statue in the background.
Then the video suddenly switches to a nightmarish animation reel
of Chernobyl’s Reactor Number Four meltdown followed again by
Igor’ brightly announcing that he is undertaking a journey to the
Exclusion Zone and will be reporting on his adventures in a daily
vlog. (Chernobyl, Exclusion Zone, episode 1)

14 VKontakte (vK) is a Russian social media and social networking service based in St.
Petersburg.
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In line with the promise that Igor’ has made of a genuine, real-life ex-
perience, CEZ’s page on the TNT website states that the series” central
episodes were recorded on location to ensure maximum authenticity.
The website also informs viewers that most scenes were shot elsewhere
to mitigate the actors’ exposure to ionizing radiation.” At first glance,
this is not surprising; contemporary television studies show that set-
tings are important factors in targeting audiences and attracting tourist
attention to specific areas. However, in the case of the Exclusion Zone,
the claim to authenticity has an additional purpose: it prompts recol-
lections structured by particular emotions. The Zone thus functions as
a chronotope, as theorized by Mikhail Bakhtin. According to Bakhtin,
for each genre a unique intersection of time and space not only defines
literary narratives but also indicates how people give meaning to their
real-life experiences (Bakhtin 1996). In other words, the real-life aspects
of a geographic setting influence the ways in which readers or viewers
make sense of the experience of place and space, be that experience
actual or mediated.” cEZ’s chronotopic presentations of the Exclusion
Zone attest that its factual and fictional accounts have become insepa-
rably intertwined. Its interpretation of the Zone equally relies on the au-
thentic fragments of cultural memory and fantastic images of mutated
plant and animal life, sterile wastelands, and decaying former cities. CEz
fits perfectly within both archives by screening a variety of scenes set
in “the abandoned villages and overgrown industrial graveyards of the
Exclusion Zone” (Davies 2013, 116) and by offering shots of the “nature
flourishing free from human effect” (Biirkner 2014, 24).

One of the texts the series draws on is a photographic diary from
the “land of radiation, wolves and wormwood” started in 2004 by the
Ukrainian photographer and biker Elena Filatova on her website www.
kiddofspeed.com, later published as Chernobyl Surfing (2011).” The se-
ries seems to reproduce Filatova’s sensationalizing approach when Igor’
heads for the Zone on a motorbike and extensively vlogs about his ad-

15 The series was primarily shot on sites in the vicinity of Moscow and architectoni-
cally similar to Pripyat as well as on built film sets (“Sozdanie”).

16 Elaborating on Bakhtin’s emphatic acknowledgement of the existence of “textual,”
ie., “reflected and created” and “actual” chronotopes (Bakhtin 1996, 84), Barry
Sandywell suggests the term “social chronotope” for those spatiotemporal constel-
lations that inform “the imagining systems of whole societies” and “organize the
world into space-time grammars” (Sandywell 1998, 206-207).

17 At the moment of this essay’s completion Filatova’s webpage was no longer online.
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ventures. In pursuing Igor’, the heroes drive through the checkpoint at
the Russian-Ukrainian border, enter the Zone, and then move along an
endless single-lane road through uncultivated land, abandoned farms,
and a thick, decrepit forest. It is in this dark silent density of dead firs
covered by moss and creeping ivy that they stumble upon a military
bunker containing sophisticated nuclear engineering equipment, a map
of the polluted area, and a time machine.

The second notable image assemblage is Pripyat. Starting with the
opening sequence, the view of Chernobyl’s satellite city relies on the
large cinematic and photographic archive of its post-apocalyptic spaces.
The series presents an overview of the spectral ruins of Pripyat’s “blocky
architectural Brezhnev baroque” (Stone 2013, 82)—neglected, vegeta-
tion-covered edifices; dilapidated housing; an empty central boule-
vard with plants growing haphazardly on the tarmac; the remnants
of the amusement park with its corroding bumper cars; and the huge
“catatonic with disuse” Ferris wheel (Trigg 2006, 206), with its rusty
yellow gondolas amidst the thicket of young birches and cottonwood
trees. One of the most photographed cities in the world, and dubbed the
“modern Pompeii” (Todkill 2001, 1604), Pripyat is inconceivable with-
out its ruins, usually portrayed in the style of so-called ruin porn. This
concept, referring to the aestheticization of urban and industrial decay,
has roots in the nineteenth-century aesthetic the “lower picturesque,”
which art theorist John Ruskin described as art that depicts charming
rustic scenes marked by age, ruggedness, and decline. For Ruskin, this
“heartless” picturesque indulged in a “delight in ruin,” which allowed
spectators to suspend concern for a scene’s human implications.” In
the same vein, it has been argued that ruin porn bears a risk of cre-
ating shocking photographs only to generate a detached sense of aes-
thetic contemplation, obscuring suffering and complexity.” In the case
of Chernobyl, the very authenticity of its ruin porn has been seriously
questioned.?® Reminiscing on his visit to Pripyat, architect Will Wiles
puts this in the following way:

We all felt we knew the place before we travelled. Photographers and

18 For a detailed analysis of Ruskin’s theory of the picturesque, see Macarthur (1997).

19 For a comprehensive discussion of ruin porn, see Lyons (2015, 2018).

20 Photographer Darmon Richter, for one, writes about visitors at the site moving ob-
jects in order to produce a compelling shot (Richter 2014).
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the urban explorers have saturated the internet with images of the
city, part of a fairly recent mania for picturesque desuetude referred
to as “ruin porn.” Seeing its points of interest—those must-see at-
tractions—for oneself has an unreal sense of heightened reality that
leads to a nagging case of authenticity anxiety. (Wiles 2012)

Criticism further suggests that while “the same tired photographic cli-
chés” (Davies 2013, 122) are constantly reiterated, the wish to under-
stand the real political, social, and environmental impact of the disaster
is overshadowed by the search for a thrilling visual experience, often
achieved through conscious manipulation and replication of iconic
shots of the site. I am interested in this discussion because, whereas
the cez’s makers are keen to emphasize the authenticity of shooting on
location, the aesthetic employed (not least because of the series” sci-fi
qualities) appears to be (self-)conscious of its staged, artificial nature
and even to delight in playfully copying clichés and invoking the widely
known canon of Chernobyl-related texts.

Apart from the abovementioned examples, such artifice is most
clearly seen in cez’s association with the award-winning multiplayer
computer game series S.T.A.L.K.E.R., released by the Ukrainian studio
Gsc Game World.” The S.T.A.L.K.E.R. trilogy is inspired by the above-
mentioned Tarkovskii classic, Stalker, loosely based on the popular
science-fiction novel Roadside Picnic by Arkadii and Boris Strugatskii.
Tarkovskii’s film depicts a perilous journey of three men, Writer, Pro-
fessor, and Stalker, to a mysterious derelict wasteland called the Zone.
Although released long before the explosion of Reactor Number Four,
Stalker has gained cult status as prophetic of the later disaster (Bry-
ukovetska 2016; Burlacu 2015; Dalton 2018; Riley 2017; Stone 2013).
Changing the setting of the unspecified “Zone” to the Chernobyl area,
the S.T.A.L.K.E.R. game series “merg[es] Tarkovsky’s science fiction with
authentic photographs of Pripyat to create a landscape of ‘wonder and
death™ (Dobraszczyk 2010, 385).2 In his discussion of S.T.A.L.K.E.R,,
Daniil Leiderman argues that the game’s moral is “to critique the dam-

21 Although ST.A.LK.E.R. is the best-known game that prominently features the
Zone, the Activision 2007 video game Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare is also situ-
ated in Pripyat, and offers an accurate replication of the city’s iconic sites.

22 There are also narrative similarities between the game and the series in that the
protagonists come across mutant zombies and other monstrous figures before they
reach the centre of the Zone and confront its ghosts.



194 IRINA SOUCH

age caused by the realisation of utopian social projects” (Leiderman
2016, 22), thus situating nuclear technologies in the larger project of
sociopolitical transformation. While cez indeed follows the game’s
narrative clues in its engagement with the notions of violence, surviv-
al, and nostalgia for the Communist past, the series’ fascination with
nature’s spectral mutations, waste, and ruins diverges from the game’s
ultimate purpose of exposing the destruction inherent in the Soviet uto-
pian experiment. Instead, it uses similar aesthetic devices once again
to explore, within the obvious limitations of the genre, the structural
impossibility of fully grasping the effects of radiation on different forms
of life and their mutual involvements.

The Zone’s Ghostly Manifestations

Upon their arrival to Pripyat, the heroes watch the latest entry on Ig-
or”’s video blog. In it, a dirty door frame opens a view on Igor”’s mo-
torbike, parked against the background of inky, moonless skies. The
camera jerkily zooms in on the blogger’s panicked, contorted face,
with tears and dirt smeared over it. In a whining voice he pleads:
Bensnna Het. Teneps Tonbko memkom. Kopode, XoTuTe BeppTe, X0-
THTe HeT. S pem BepHyThCcA obparHo. Eny, eny, un IIpunArs cHo-
Ba. To ecTb, 51 BbIeXaJI U3 TOPOJIA, IPAMO €[y U OIATH IpUeXas B TO
e MecTo. I Bropoit pas moexas: Zopora, jec, CTon6sl atu. Jlopora
IpsIMO, He 3aTHyTas HMKakas. Jla TyT Takux HeT BooOue. VI onaTh
ITpunsats. Lesha says: Yero on Hecér? Tuima, oH yexaTb OTCIOfia He
Mmoxxet? In the blog, Igor’ continues: I emé ata cobaxa. 5 yezxan ot
Heé Ha MOTOIIMKJIe, HO OHA BCe BpeMs OKa3bIBaeTCsA pANOM. Bce kak
6pen. [lomorute mue!*

The camera briskly changes the angle to show a corner of an
abandoned classroom, with crumpled, moldy papers scattered every-
where; a cluster of smashed chairs; and propped against the wall—a

23 “I have run out of petrol. I can only continue on foot. In short, believe it or not. I
decided to go back. I drive, and drive, and here is Pripyat again. That is, I leave the
city, I go straight but arrive at the same spot again. I go for the second time—the
same road, forest, those poles. The road is straight, not curvy, there are no curvy
roads here, but here it is again—Pripyat!” Lesha says: “What is he going on about?
He means he can’t leave this place?” In the blog, Igor’ continues: “And there is this
dog, I tried to escape from it on the motorbike, but each time it keeps reappearing
right at my side. This feels like delirium. Help me!”
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large “board of honor” featuring smiling young children in school
uniforms. In the middle, stands an enormous, aggressive-looking
dog with tangled rusty brown fur and a broken chain around its
neck, snarling terrifyingly. (Chernobyl, Exclusion Zone, episode 3)

Pasha and his friends finally find Igor’ wandering in the dark woods
outside Pripyat. The once cheeky thief now looks exhausted, famished,
and terrified. He constantly repeats: 3ona >xuBas! 9To 30Ha He OTIIy-
ckaer MeHA. V BaM yxe He BbIOparbcs oTciofal* Indeed, as the nar-
rative unfolds further, the Muscovites realize that what they initially
perceived to be the Zone’s dead and emptied-out landscape is in fact
a living organism full of undefinable sounds and sinister presences.
What is more, the Zone itself appears to possess a spectral agency of
sorts. Having crossed its formal border, the group enter inhospitable
and dangerous spaces. The atmosphere of uneasy strangeness already
sets in when they start discerning, as they drive towards Pripyat, a series
of memorial signs of the once vibrant but now nonexistent settlements
demolished and buried as hazardous radioactive sites shortly after the
explosion. Incongruent with the desolate rusty brown natural panora-
mas, these original place names are more than simple commemorative
symbols. They are reminiscent of how these spaces, once densely pop-
ulated and full of lived histories, have been pushed away by something
that could be conceived as an anti-place par excellence—the demarcat-
ed abstract area of the Zone.”

The journey towards Pripyat comes to a sudden halt when Gosha’s
ancient Lada car unexplainably breaks down. A young man materializ-
es to assist and direct the party to the closest auto shop. Following his
advice, they pass a gloomy graveyard overhung with weeping trees, and
arrive in an eerie village with a wedding party in full swing.> When the
Muscovites offer the bride what they think is a present from their new

24 “The Zone is alive! It is the Zone that keeps me captured, and you too, will never get
away from here!”

25 For an extensive discussion of the concept of (anti-)place in relation to ruins and
decay, see Trigg (2006).

26 This episode references another real-life phenomenon, largely unacknowledged by
the authorities: the inhabitation of the zone by a community of Chernobyl-affected
citizens who, as Thom Davies argues, “are compelled to employ unofficial under-
standings of space, and enact informal activities which circumvent their bio-polit-
ical status of bare life” (Davies 2015, 229).
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acquaintance, she suddenly faints. After a brief scuffle with the villagers,
it transpires that their helper was the woman’s first fiancé, killed in a car
crash some time ago. Significantly, he was buried near his father who
worked as a Chernobyl nuksugarop” dealing with the consequences of
the nuclear catastrophe immediately after the event.

The confrontations with the Zone’s ghosts continue when, at the
next stage of the expedition, the road passes through a wasteland lit-
tered with pieces of rusty scrap metal, decaying parts of forgotten agri-
cultural machinery, and tangles of rotten wood. The wasteland, again,
appears familiar given the numerous archival photographs and tourist
snapshots in the genre of “toxic sublime”—an aesthetic that purports
to generate “transformative” emotions, such as amazement and fascina-
tion, to make spectators aware of environmental injustice (Balayannis
2019, 574). Similar to ruin porn, the political impact of this reassem-
blage of representations of toxic landscapes has been interrogated for
naturalizing the effects of industrial contamination (Rosenfeld et al.
2018). Yet, regardless of whether this type of photography has ecocrit-
ical potential, the series’ primary concern here is merely to ensure that
viewers are prepared for the next part of the adventure. The narrative
is fast-paced, not pausing to contemplate the particularities of the dam-
aged landscape. Rather, the landscape is important for setting up the
next scene, in which the travelers approach a cluster of crumbling brick
buildings in the middle of a field and become a target for a group of
unhinged and heavily armed hunters who appear out of nowhere.

The closer the protagonists get to their destination the less the land-
scape is animated. At first glance, Pripyat emanates a sense of abandon-
ment. Yet, in its shadows, the city harbors many monsters. When the
party arrives at a multistory flat, where Ania’s parents and sister lived
in 1986, another of the Zone’s many anomalies becomes evident: the
ability to produce phantoms, malign copies of people with their indi-
vidual psychological and physical features.® And so, the Zone conjures
phantoms of Ania, Gosha, and Nastia, who try to create a rift among the

27 “liquidator,” or “cleanup worker.” For a detailed history of the liquidators’ role in
mitigating the damage and their position in contemporary cultural memory, see
Johnson (2020).

28 Before the friends set out for Chernobyl, Ania, initially not part of the group, re-
ceives a mysterious letter containing an old photograph of her sister, who disap-
peared on the day of the explosion. The back of the photograph contains a message
“Cracn” (“Save me”) —ultimately what motivates Ania to travel to the Zone.
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friends, in order to imprison and, ultimately, destroy them. Although all
these encounters follow classic conventions of video games, the figures
of the friendly zombie, deranged shooters, and malicious phantoms do
not simply present obstacles for players aiming to reach the next level;
they also show that the Zone is the site of the fantastical and its empti-
ness is a sign of potential monstrosity.

From this vantage point, the procession of spectral apparitions is
representative of the Zone’s unexpected agency and influence on forms
of existence. Together with images of neglect, garbage, and decay, the
ghosts portray the Zone as a haunted place, the location of unspeak-
able cataclysmic events, of abandoned homes and forgotten buildings.
The place emerges as full of recollections of, or encounters with, past
events. Instead of mere objects of aesthetic appreciation, the ghostly ru-
ins are immediate reminders of human and environmental losses. The
city comes to life, frustrating the characters’ (and viewers’) attempts to
understand or resolve spaces forever altered by nuclear disaster.

Conclusion, or the Unknowable Space/Time of the Zone

A video recording of a scientific laboratory, richly equipped and
full of maps and graphs, shows a middle-aged man who introduces
himself as physicist Andrei Sergeev and proceeds to explain: B Uep-
HOOBIIBCKOIT 30He HaMU OOHapy>KeHa BpeMeHHasi aHOManus. JTO
YTO-TO TUIIA IIEPEMEIAIOIIerOCs CIYCTKA IOBBIILIEHHON pafialiiL.
[...] IIpu6op, KOTOPBIT MBI COOpany B 3TOI 1a60paTOPUM TO3BOII-
eT IepeMellaTh Yepe3 9Ty aHOMA/INIO MaTepuaibHble MpeaMeThl. VI
CETOMHsI MBI IOHSIIN, YTO 9TO TaKOe. ITO TAKOI KOPUHOP. DTO dep-
BOTOYNHA, KOTOPAS JBIDKETCSI BO BPEMEHN IIapajlIeNIbHO C HALIVMM
BpeMeHeM. [...] 5 cuuraro, 4TO Yepes 3Ty aHOMAINIO MOXKET IPOITH
YejI0BeK, HO S He 3HAI0, YTO C HUM CeraeT 30Ha.”

(Chernobyl, Exclusion Zone, episode 5)

The otherworldly experiences the group undergoes teach them that

29 “We have discovered a temporal anomaly in the Chernobyl Zone. It is something
like a moving cluster of high radioactivity. [...] The device that we constructed in
our laboratory allows to move material objects through this anomaly. And today,
we finally inderstood what it is. It is a kind of a corridor. It is a wormhole that moves
through time in a dimension parallel to the present. [...] I think a human being can
get through it but I don’t know what the Zone would do to them.”
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their sense of safety and risk does not have a stable meaning, as the dan-
gerously pervasive nuclear agency has no respect for the borders that
are supposed to define the Zone. The recurring motifs of ruin, disorder,
decomposition, and wilderness suggest that the lines between the hu-
man constructions at Chernobyl and its natural surroundings are not
definitive. While radiation seeps into the buildings and transforms life
forms, the natural environment has also been altered by ionic charges.
Thus, the wilderness takes possession of formerly domesticated loca-
tions. Without its human inhabitants, the landscape of cez’s Chernobyl
creates new pictures of extinction: empty squares, vacant houses, aban-
doned buildings, the laughterless fairground and its corroded immobile
Ferris wheel, and the empty and dusty void of a swimming pool. Each
marks the invisible presence of radioactive monstrosity. The recogniz-
able yet ungraspable landscape changes our perception of the relation-
ship between natural and supernatural forces, thus rattling our sense
of reality.

The most profound feeling of disorientation occurs when Igor’, and
later his pursuers, fail to exit Pripyat, because the only road leaving
the city leads them back—again and again—to their point of depar-
ture. And so the characters’ experience of the Zone destabilizes their
understanding of time’s presence in space. Given the radioactivity,
the Zone’s chronotope continuously frustrates the diegetic (but also
the viewers’ real-life) interpretation of who and what belongs not only
where, but also when. This unpredictability is most clearly illustrated
by the figure of Andrei Sergeev’s colleague (we do not learn his name),
whom the travelers find in the forest. The man is semiconscious and
bleeding heavily, and a tall fir tree grows through his body because (as
later revealed) of the badly synchronized location and moment of his
time-travel experiment.

Time travel —thanks to the discovery of the time machine in the
bunker—becomes central to cez’s second part. A question thus emerg-
es: Can spaces affected by radioactive fallout become unstuck histori-
cally? The series poses this question by allowing the characters to re-
turn repeatedly to 1986 in an attempt to avert the explosion of Reactor
Number Four. They know where they have returned, yet time and again
the familiar space appears altered, thereby prompting them to find new
ways of navigating it. The differences are accentuated by the contrast
to the gloomy reality of the heroes’ contemporary world. The pre-cat-
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astrophic landscape is depicted—in cheerful pastels—as undamaged,
inhabited, and sun-drenched. And so, while they are aware of the time
in which they find themselves, they do not know how a given present
aligns with other presents, or the past or future. This juxtaposition of
bright visions of the past with the somber scenery of the post-atomic
present, and of “genuine” geographical shots with digitalized and sim-
ulated landscape images, does more than augment the sense of mystery
and the macabre of the fantastic genre. By creating disorienting tem-
poral and spatial perspectives, cez allows for a chronotropic reading
of Chernobyl’s spectral environments, which more realistic modes of
representation might foreclose. The visual collage ultimately works to
signify the collapse of scientific knowability—to recall Petryna’s claim
(2004, 250)—to highlight the impossibility of fully comprehending the
effects of the catastrophe, and to represent the invisible (radioactive)
threats hidden in the architectural remains that have been overtaken by
wastelands. Metaphorized in the petrified ruins of the Zone, the hostile
forces provoke further reflection not only on the landscapes of radio-
active contamination, but also on the uncertain futures of mankind’s
technological advancement.
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