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Energy/Waste: Introduction

Maria Hristova, Alyssa DeBlasio, Irina Anisimova

THi1s interdisciplinary volume addresses representations of energy and
waste in post-Soviet contexts. The eight chapters of the collection tackle
film, literature, poetry, and social movements from a range of perspec-
tives—including literary studies, ecocriticism, film and media studies,
and the social sciences—to examine how post-Soviet societies reinter-
pret and reimagine energy use and waste management, as well as Soviet
legacies of large-scale environmental changes, pollution, and resource
exploitation. The visualization and conceptualization of energy/waste
have wide social, political, and cultural implications. As the record-high
oil and gas prices resulting from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022
demonstrate, the impact of energy, and by extension waste, on cultural
production and lived experiences remains painfully relevant and im-
mediate.

Energy and waste can each be conceptualized as the inverse property
of the other. If energy provides the ability to perform work—to cause
change and generate heat, light, and motion—then waste is the unwant-
ed discard of that work. By the same token, waste is an inevitable by-
product of any energy-generating process; even production of renewable
energy results in significant waste, such as the physical remnants of solar
and wind energy infrastructures after their lifecycle’s end. The interde-
pendency of energy and waste, as well as their destructive potential, was
made visible and gained global attention following the 1986 Chornobyl
disaster, when a single nuclear power plant, the source of about ten per-
cent of Ukraine’s energy at the time of the meltdown, changed the lives
of millions of people across multiple borders and rendered 1,000 square
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6 HRISTOVA, DEBLASIO, ANISIMOVA

miles uninhabitable for the next 20,000 years. The explosion exposed
the inherent risks of nuclear power, as well as the deficiencies of Soviet
technology and the inefficiency of the political system, contributing to
an awakening of environmental popular consciousness in the socialist
world. Moreover, the Chornobyl disaster (including its media legacy) has
become synonymous for many in the public sphere with the very idea
of nuclear energy, thereby leading to resistance in developing nuclear
energy technology, even when studies have shown the health burdens for
nuclear power to be smaller than for other forms of energy, including for
electric, coal, oil, and natural gas (Markandya & Wilkinson 2007).

In the post-Soviet world, the concept of “energy” (energiia) shares a
connection to the field of “energetics” (energetika), which is largely ab-
sent from Anglophone discussions of environmental studies. The word
energy itself was first used by Aristotle in the fourth century BCE, but
it was Thomas Young who employed it in its modern meaning in 1802.
Rapid industrialization and new discoveries in physics and chemistry
brought energy and its study to the forefront of Western scientific in-
quiry in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The study of the na-
ture and production of energy became known as energetics, a term it-
self coined by William Rankine in 1855 as a thermodynamics concept
(Rankine 1855). A number of other scientists across Europe were also
exploring the nature of energy and chemical transformations and pro-
posing various definitions of the scope and function of energetics. Most
notably, in the 1890s, Wilhelm Ostwald (1896) was inspired to adapt the
idea of energetics to philosophy, proposing a monist view of life as based
on energy rather than matter. The varied and controversial definitions of
energetics and its nature ultimately discredited the term in the West and
it went out of popular usage after 1895 (Deltete 1999).

By the late nineteenth century, however, energetics, in its strictly liter-
al understanding as the production and deployment of energy, had been
introduced to and adopted by the Russian Empire. During the Soviet pe-
riod, when industrialization and the need to find ways to produce energy
on a large scale were a priority, the concept of energetics gained an even
more prominent role. Numerous energetics institutes were established,
many of them still in operation at present. Moreover, Soviet geochemist
Vladimir Vernadskii (2010) proposed a vision of life as the output of
energy created by solar radiation. Vernadskii himself was a proponent of
nuclear energy, which initially involved the search for and excavation of
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radioactive ores, and sought to harness its power for the development of
humankind.

In 1954, the Obninsk nuclear power plant opened, making the So-
viet Union the first country to use nuclear power to generate electricity,
thereby harnessing the so-called peaceful atom. Concurrently, the mil-
itary applications of nuclear power were considered just as crucial for
Soviet state security. The first successful test of a Soviet atomic bomb was
conducted secretly on August 29, 1949, at the Semipalatinsk Polygon
in the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic. More than four hundred tests
followed until the site’s closure in 1990. The devastating effect of nuclear
testing and nuclear spills on the environment and its inhabitants remains
one of the most sensitive and controversial topics in post-Soviet political
and cultural discourse. The issues around verbalizing, visualizing, and
interpreting nuclear-caused devastation are discussed in this volume by
Maria Hristova, as well as by all three authors in the third section devot-
ed to Chornobyl: José Vergara, Haley Laurila, and Irina Souch.

In Russia, the continued significance of the energy sector, including
nuclear power, is attested to by the large number of quantitative and
social scientific studies of the country as a petrostate, its energy sector,
and the mounting challenges it faces with waste management (Goldman
2008; Rogers 2015; Vatansever 2021; Romanov 2020). This type of in-
vestigative and scholarly work is, however, much less prevalent in the hu-
manities. Moreover, this is a field that demands interdisciplinary analysis,
as it is formed by the meeting of multiple fields of inquiry, much in the
way that Vernadskii's work blends geology, radiochemistry, philosophy,
and the history of science.

Compared to the notion of energy, the concepts of “waste” or “pol-
lution” as a theoretical framework are much more recent, but they have
since developed into a diverse and vibrant field of waste studies. Along
with the agenda of climate change, the management of waste has an un-
paralleled importance for environmentalism and sustainable develop-
ment. As an interdisciplinary subject, waste studies combines multiple
approaches based in the natural and social sciences and the humanities.
Recent publications like, Waste Matters: Urban Margins in Contemporary
Literature (2016) by Sarah Harrison, The Routledge Handbook of Waste
Studies (2022), edited by Zsuzsa Gille and Josh Lepawsky, and Discard
Studies (2022) by Max Liboiron and Josh Lepawsky, have contributed
to the further formalization of this multidisciplinary field. While waste
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studies connects the social sciences and the humanities, most of its re-
search focuses on the capitalist West or the global South and is centrally
concerned with capitalist systems of social injustices and global inequal-
ities (Yates ¢ Gutberlet 2011).

In contrast to this approach, this volume will contribute to this topic
from the perspective of socialist and post-socialist experiences. Zsuzsa
Gille’s From the Cult of Waste to the Trash Heap of History (2007) first
drew scholarly attention to the distinct approaches to conceptualizing
waste in socialist economies. Using the example of postwar Hungary,
Gille shows that socialist societies developed a cult of waste that val-
ued reuse and recycling, thereby problematizing the long-held belief
about the inherent “wastefulness” of socialist planned economies. Due
to ongoing shortages and deficits, even packages and wrappers, which
in market economies would be considered trash objects, could acquire
material value and “added meaning” (Chapman 2013, 143). Perestroi-
ka and the subsequent collapse of the socialist block led to precipitous
changes in social life, such as the development of market economies and
consumerist societies. These socioeconomic developments, in turn, led
to dramatic changes in the production and conceptualization of waste,
as well as in the replacement of environmentally beneficial recycling
and recirculation practices with dumping and waste incineration (Gille
2007,158-59).

In contemporary Russia, infrastructure for municipal waste disposal,
which includes Soviet-era landfills, is often ill-equipped to deal with the
post-Soviet increase of domestic and more complex waste (Josephson et
al. 2013, 310). The World Bank reported in 2014 that each year Russia
produces 55-60 million tons of municipal solid waste, of which only
5—7 percent is recycled or repurposed (“Waste in Russia” 201 4); this sit-
uation has not significantly improved today. The contemporary crisis of
waste management has recently resulted in the so-called garbage protests
in many Russian regions; one such protest is discussed in Elena Gor-
bacheva’s contribution to this volume. The practices of locating landfills
in Russias poor and distant regions stems from inequalities of a sem-
icolonial and quasi-imperial nature that characterize the relationship
between Moscow and the provinces and peripheries. In the post-Soviet
era, capitalism has produced new forms of social alienation based on so-
cioeconomic status often expressed in spatial and regional terms. These
potentially harmful perceptions of an individual’s value based on their
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social standing can be framed through the metaphor of humans as waste.
As discussed in the chapters by Irina Anisimova and Masha Shpolberg,
waste can become a powerful metaphor for social processes.

Early Soviet culture often represented nature as inherently chaotic
and infinitely malleable; it had to be mastered and made to work for
the benefit of the new Soviet state (Gor’kii 1964; Oushakine 2004). This
extractive mindset ultimately led to the ecological disasters of the late
Soviet era, such as the Chornobyl nuclear plant explosion, the Aral Sea
desiccation, and widespread soil degradation in Kazakhstan. Combined
with perestroika’s process of liberalization, these environmental prob-
lems solidified, once again (for the first time since the 1920s), a range of
independent Soviet environmental movements, closely linked to famous
writers and filmmakers (Ianitskii 2016; Zaharchenko 1990). And yet, as
Laura Henry’s work shows, it is difficult to adequately assess the effec-
tiveness of environmental movements in Russia. Such issues as the diver-
sity of environmental groups and their goals, their exclusion from pol-
icymaking, and the effects of the economic collapse of the 1990s make
it hard to disentangle any environmental “gains” in the first post-Soviet
decade from the simultaneous “severe economic recession and industrial
contraction” (Henry 2010, 179; Oldfield 2005).

Despite what the Chornobyl tragedy revealed about the larger Soviet
tendency of mismanaging the energy production process, and the result-
ing statewide protests and activism in the late 1980s and early 1990s, at
least where Russia is concerned, not much has fundamentally changed
in how the state exploits and benefits from its natural resources. In the
1990s and 2000s, environmental concerns gave way to a preoccupation
with economic growth; post-Soviet Russia, it became clear, would pre-
serve the extractive economy model of the Soviet period. Drilling for oil
and gas, clearing forests for timber, and mining gold and diamonds has
led to poisoned and depleted soil, air, and water (Stoecker ¢ Shakirova
2014,9).In today’s Russia, exploitation of natural resources, water pollu-
tion, and deforestation impacts local populations including indigenous
peoples. The spill of 20,000 tons of diesel in the Norilsk arctic tundra
region in 2021 is just one event in a chain of long-term disasters caused
by industrial pollution, according to the International Work Group for
Indigenous Affairs (1wG1a). Moreover, transnational production, such as
the Sakhalin-1 and Sakhalin-2 integrated oil and gas projects, has caused
disruption in the indigenous practices and subsistence economy of ap-
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proximately 3,000 Nivkhi, Uilta, Nanai, Evenk, Chukchi, and Itelmen
peoples living on Sakhalin Island (Tysiachniouk et al. 2018).*

The unsafe disposal of tons of nuclear, chemical, and industrial waste
is a growing problem. According to 2022 data from the International
Energy Agency, collected before the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine,
Russia was the world’s largest exporter of gas and second largest exporter
of oil (“Why Does Russian” 2022). It ranked fourth in the world (after
China, the United States, and India) in energy consumption, produc-
tion of electricity, and carbon dioxide emissions from oil, gas, and coal.
Combined with the progressively more uneven distribution of wealth
in Russia, these statistics underscore that the energy/waste production
process is not a strictly economic issue, but also a political, social, and
cultural one.

The reliance on extractive economies characterizes not only Russia,
but also other post-Soviet states, such as Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan,
and Azerbaijan, where resource dependence has been linked to rising
authoritarianism. Belarus and Ukraine, as crucial energy hubs, play
a central role in the complex politics of energy flows between Europe,
the United States, China, and Russia. This fossil fuel-based geopolitical
network became acutely apparent in the days and weeks following the
Russian invasion of Ukraine, making visible the world’s dependence on
Russian oil and gas. The introduction of renewable energy and waste
management solutions across Western Europe poses a significant threat
to Russia’s reliance on hydrocarbon revenues. As Bouzarovski and Bassin
(2011) have shown, the discourse of Russia as a great power is connected
to energy production and energy geopolitics.

Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, the post-Soviet states that have joined
the European Union, are among those to have already met, or are close to
meeting, the 2020 European renewable energy targets. Three-quarters of
Georgia’s domestic energy production comes from hydro and biofuels/
waste sources, and the country’s share of renewable sources in its energy
portfolio is among the world’s highest (74.7 percent in 2020) (“Georgia
Energy Profile”2021).In these places, as well as in other post-Soviet coun-
tries, such as Ukraine, Armenia, and Kazakhstan, the green movements
of the late Soviet period became a rallying point for reviving and politi-
cizing national identity. Protests over the nuclear pollution at Chornobyl
and Semipalatinsk, as well as such state plans as expanding the nuclear

1 Sakhalin-2 exports liquified natural gas and oil to the Asia-Pacific markets.
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plant in Ignalina and building an aluminum plant in Yerevan, became
equated with a desire for independence (Dawson 1996). In Kazakhstan,
nuclear disarmament coincided and is often equated with a break from
Soviet political control, as well as an influx of international financial
aid meant to help combat the effects of radiation and nuclear pollution.
Additionally, most Central Asian states advertise their willingness to
support the development of renewable energy resources as a means to
attract foreign investors (“Share of Renewable” 2022; Cohen 2021).
However, many of the post-Soviet states, as well as most European
Union members, are still energy dependent on Russia. In Georgia, for
example, natural gas and oil still make up nearly 70 percent of the coun-
try’s total national energy usage (“Georgia Energy Profile” 2021). Russia’s
control of fuel exports has led in some cases to environmental regression,
for instance Germany’s June 2022 decision to burn more coal in an effort
to free itself from dependence on Russian natural gas. The need for cheap
energy, combined with fears of a nuclear world war, has sparked a global
nuclear renaissance (Nuttal 2004; Stulberg ¢ Fuhrmann 2013). Several
European Union states, as well as the United Kingdom, are considering
revitalizing their nuclear energy sector (Ro 2022). With Russia’s help,
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are considering building new nuclear plants
to compensate for increased energy needs (“Kyrgyzstan Mulls Building”
2022;“Kazakhstan Likely to” 2022). Likewise, in Russia, the Rosatom agen-
cy has undertaken a long-term cultural campaign that presents nuclear
power as a heroic Soviet achievement and a tenet of contemporary Rus-
sian national identity (Rindzevicitté 2022). These diverse circumstances
and conflicting attitudes within the post-Soviet world vis-a-vis the energy
sector further exacerbate the existing economic and political tensions and
inequalities between Russia and its neighbors. In this volume, the issue
of the Soviet Union’s and now Russia’s exploitative relationship with its
Central Asian periphery is examined by Elena Monastireva-Ansdell.
Paradoxically, by its very nature, environmental criticism is both easy
and challenging to adapt to non-Western contexts. Certain concepts,
such as energy and waste, are general enough to exist on their own in
a shared Eurasian-American cultural space. In fact, Lawrence Buell
argues that “the environmental turn in literary studies has been more
issue-driven than method or paradigm-driven,” which facilitates an ec-
ocritical reading of non-Western literature and film (Buell 2005, 11).
At the same time, the genealogy of environmental studies is markedly
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different across the globe, endowing ideas about nature, humanism, and
the environment with a range of different connotations. For example, the
concept of sustainable development and management of resources has
been a critical issue in most contemporary Western societies since the
mid-1950s. However, much of the environmental public discourse and
academic debates in the West remain unacknowledged in Russophone
cultural production. The most comprehensive work on conceptualizing
and framing the environment during the imperial Russian and Soviet
periods has been done by (social) scientists rather than by writers, artists,
or scholars in the humanities (Graybill 2007). Moreover, to date no com-
prehensive study has investigated specifically the relationship between
energy and waste in the cultural sphere, nor the way that these categories
are made visible for average citizens through literature, film, art, and oth-
er modes of cultural production.

While most area studies in Western academia have gradually turned
their attention towards ecological and environmental themes, this process
has been particularly slow in catching on within Slavic and (post-)Soviet
studies. Most of the work on environmental theory and themes done by
scholars of Russia and the (post-)socialist world is focused on concep-
tualizing and contextualizing the Anthropocene, as well as decentering
the human experience. Of particular note is Jane Costlow’s pioneering
work, including her monograph, Heart-Pine Russia (2013), as well as the
volumes Other Animals: Beyond the Human in Russian Culture and His-
tory (2010), co-edited with Amy Nelson, and Water in Social Imagination
(2017), co-edited with Yrj6 Haila and Arja Rosenholm. Other notable
examples include the volume The Human Reimagined: Posthumanism in
Russia (2018), edited by Colleen McQuillen and Julia Vaingurt, as well as
the special issues of Russian Literature, edited by Alec Brookes and Elena
Fratto, Towards a Russian Literature of the Anthropocene (2020). There is
a notable absence of a more diverse approach to environmental themes,
as well as engagement with alternative theoretical frameworks that could
help contextualize eco narratives in (post-)Soviet cultural production.

Book Structure

This volume is comprised of eight chapters divided into three sections.
The first section, Making Energy/Waste Visible, focuses on the ways that
energy and waste can be rendered visible in their complex interrelation-
ship, and explores their political and politicizing nature.
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“Regimes and Their Refuse: Filming Russia in Transition” by Masha
Shpolberg uses film, both documentary and fictional, to examine the
late-Soviet and post-Soviet Russian preoccupation with landfills and gar-
bage. The chapter considers a wide range of works from different parts
of the world, but focuses specifically on Hanna Polak’s Something Better
to Come, Eldar Riazanov’s Promised Heaven, and Roman Prygunov’s
Soulless. The author argues that filmmakers were drawn to the garbage
dump during transitional moments, as a peripheral space from which
to reframe major political and economic shifts at the center. Drawing
on the work of Julia Kristeva, Martha Nussbaum, John Scanlan, and
Zygmunt Bauman, the chapter examines how the concept of waste was
extended to include all those left behind by these changes, and how the
process of so-called social progress is predicated on social exclusion. The
chapter concludes by considering the unique tools cinema possesses for
countering the politics of suppression and disgust, particularly through
sustained attention, carefully chosen framing, and sound design. From
these films the vision of the dump that emerges is of an ambivalent space,
at once a kind of “zone” outside of history and a flatter, more open and
democratic foil to the increasing verticality and hierarchies of the new,
capitalist Russia.

Anin-depthlook at waste visualization strategies is found in “Pomor’e
ne pomoika’: Framing the Protest Campaign against the Landfill Project
at Shies Station in Russia’s Arkhangelsk Region” by Elena Gorbacheva.
The chapter focuses on the 2018-2020 protests against the construction
of the Shies landfill for waste from Moscow in the Arkhangelsk region,
which gained support nationwide. The author probes which narrative
and framing strategies of the Shies protest organizers were most success-
ful in making their ecological concerns visible in a way that transformed
their concerns from a local to a national problem. The protest, which
started as a campaign against locally unwanted land use, highlighted ex-
isting environmental injustice in Russia and anti-center resentment in
the regions.

The three articles in the second section, Reassessing Soviet Legacies,
focus on how waste and pollution are reframed as sociopolitical symbols
of post-Soviet transition. The first article, “Post-Soviet Cinematic Depic-
tions of the Semipalatinsk Nuclear Test” by Maria Hristova, focuses on
nuclear testing and its consequences as imagined in three post-Soviet
films. All three films— Leila’s Prayer by Satybaldy Narymbetov, A Gift for

«
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Stalin by Rustem Abdrashev, and The Test by Aleksandr Kott—show the
devastating effects of atomic bombs on the surrounding world. However,
the environmental turn in post-Soviet cinema is gradually shifting from
an ecological focus on the global impact of radiation to more politicized
and anthropocentric depictions of atomic testing.

“Environmental Contamination and Postcolonial Recuperation in
Late Soviet and Post-independence Kazakh Cinema” by Elena Mona-
stireva-Ansdell traces the development of the Kazakh ethno-national idea
from the late Soviet to the contemporary period through the representa-
tion of ethnicity and landscapes in film. The chapter examines the chang-
ing perceptions of large-scale Soviet projects and the resulting environ-
mental problems depicted in Rashid Nugmanov’s The Needle and Rustem
Abdrashev’s Renaissance Island through the lens of postcolonial studies.

“The Politics and Aesthetics of Waste in Liudmila Petrushevskaia’s
Fiction” by Irina Anisimova picks up the metaphor of waste, exploring its
significance and transformation in Petrushevskaia’s prose of the late and
post-Soviet periods. The chapter argues that this evolution of waste im-
agery is symptomatic of both the changes in Petrushevskaia’s fiction and
the sociocultural trends of late Soviet and post-Soviet society. In Petru-
shevskaia’s earlier fiction, the metaphors of waste often express a social
critique of Soviet life; in her later works, they acquire a democratizing
function, while simultaneously losing the critical sociopolitical stance of
the author’s Soviet-era fiction.

The third section, The Chornobyl Disaster, narrows the volume’s fo-
cus to the significance of the nuclear catastrophe. “Finding Our Words:
Representations of Chornobyl and the Impossibility of Language” by
José Vergara uses the concept of a “hyperobject” to probe the crisis of
language affecting the post-Chornobyl world, and the range of strategies
adopted by writers and directors to express the invisible devastation of
nuclear contamination.

“A Terrible Kaleidoscope: The Anthropocene Lyric in Chornobyl
Poetry” by Haley Laurila focuses on Ukrainian poetry both from before
and after the reactor explosion. Poets like Ivan Drach, Lina Kostenko,
and Oksana Zabuzhko pioneered strategies of contextualizing the Chor-
nobyl environmental disaster as part of a wider anthropocenic moment
before the term “Anthropocene” gained traction in academic circles.

Finally, “The Unknowability of Post-nuclear Landscapes in the Rus-
sian Television Series Chernobyl, Exclusion Zone” by Irina Souch ex-
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plores the limits of humans’ ability to comprehend the consequences of
the Chornobyl disaster. Focusing on the Exclusion Zone’s contaminated
landscapes,® the chapter engages with the existing visual vocabulary for
depicting Chornobyl, in order to demonstrate how it evolves as a binary
opposition: the contaminated area is usually depicted as a locus of either
human abandonment or nature’s vengeful return. The chapter further
demonstrates how the series problematizes familiar historical accounts
and artistic representations. By rearranging them in accordance with sci-
fi aesthetics, the series seeks to render intelligible the effects of radioac-
tive fallout, which often go beyond the boundaries of human perception.

Conclusion

This volume takes a step towards nuancing and enriching environmen-
tal approaches in scholarship on the post-Soviet world. Admittedly a
contested term, the “post-Soviet” in the title of this book refers to the
continued existence of shared physical infrastructures and non-material
relationships between the states that used to be part of the Soviet Union.
By necessity, the volume is interdisciplinary, exploring and opening up
venues of analysis both for teaching the environment in the contempo-
rary classroom and conducting further research on this topic.

While the project was conceived before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine,
current events highlight the urgency of reconceptualizing the links be-
tween energy and waste in post-Soviet space, as the conflict both threat-
ens and emphasizes the Soviet-era infrastructures of energy/waste that
still inextricably connect the region. In the fall of 2022, as we completed
work on this volume, Russian military forces bombarded Ukraine’s pow-
er grid, including threatening the security of the Soviet-era Chornobyl
and Zaporizhzhia nuclear stations. Ukraine’s power grid crosses post-So-
viet borders, meaning that outages can lead to blackouts in neighboring
Moldova. At the same time, previous environmental stresses have not
disappeared. For example, while the war led to a temporary stop to en-
vironmental protests in Russia, the Federation’s aging Soviet-era infra-
structure is likely to lead to new environmental catastrophes and pro-
tests. These are possible directions to be taken by future environmental
research on the region, and we hope that our project will be an important
contribution to such studies.

2 The contaminated area around Chornobyl is termed an exclusion zone.
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Note on Transliteration and Names

We use the Library of Congress system of transliteration for non-Eng-
lish words and names. This includes proper names that are more widely
known in alternative spellings, such as Petrushevskaia (Petrushevskaya)
and El'tsin (Yeltsin). In instances where an individual’s preferred spelling
of their names is known, we opt to use that version. For place names,
we use the current popular spellings preferred by the country in which
the places are located, unless discussing primary sources or secondary
materials that use the older Soviet spelling. This means, for instance, that
while we use the Ukrainian spelling “Chornobyl” predominantly in the
text, we use “Chernobyl” when referencing Soviet-era publications and
also when discussing the disaster in Russian context: for instance, in Iri-
na Souch’s chapter on the Russian Tv series Chernobyl, Exclusion Zone.
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Regimes and their Refuse: Filming Russia in Transition

Masha Shpolberg

HaNNA Polak’s 2014 documentary, Something Better to Come (Nadejdg
lepsze czasy), condenses fourteen years in the life of a girl into an hour
and a half. Like Richard Linklater’s fiction film Boyhood, released the
same year, it offered audiences the pleasure of seeing a child grow into
an adult, of tracing considerable changes in character and appear-
ance. Polak’s protagonist Yula, however, is no ordinary girl: for much
of the film, from age ten to twenty-one, she lives with her mother on
the svalka,' the largest garbage dump in Europe—located just thirteen
miles from the Kremlin.> Moreover, the years the film covers are not
ordinary years: they mark Vladimir Putin’s ascent, from his election
as president of Russia in 2000 to his consolidation of power following
massive protests in 2011-2012 and the invasion of Ukraine in 2014.
Consequently, the film becomes a meditation on the first decade and
a half of Putin’s reign, as well as the human and environmental cost of
Russia’s economic upturn.

“Longitudinal documentary,” where a filmmaker returns to check
up on her subject over many years, has an appropriately long history.
The approach was pioneered by the East German Children of Golzow
(Die Kinder von Golzow, 1961-2007) series, before being popularized
by the more famous British Up! series (1964-2019) (Petraitis 2017, 1)3

1 In English, svalka translates as dump, landfill, or junkyard.

2 In transcribing Russian names, it is common to revert to the legal version, which
in this case would be Iuliia. Polak chooses to approximate the diminutive form of
the name in the film’s promotional materials, however, and consequently gives it as
Yula.

3 The fact that several of these projects were launched in the 1960s suggests a con-
nection between more portable cameras, synchronized sound, and cheaper film
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Both projects sought to trace the impact of social and political systems
on participants’ lives, from childhood to adulthood. The format quickly
spawned imitations around the world, as well as explicit adaptations of
the Up! series in South Africa, Russia, Japan, and the United States in
the 1990s. The focus on children allowed all these projects to present the
most visually engaging transformation possible while also defamiliariz-
ing the customs of the society in question by presenting them through
the eyes of a child.* It is no accident, perhaps, that these projects were
frequently initiated by directors and producers who themselves were
outsiders to the cultures they found themselves filming’ Moreover, the
format allowed these series to index significant political changes. While
Children of Golzow inadvertently captured the effects of a major geo-
political event—the fall of the Berlin wall—on participants’ lives, the
projects in 1990s South Africa and Russia very consciously set out to
do the same.

This chapter situates Polak’s film within two distinct traditions: the
worldwide popularity of the longitudinal documentary, or “long doc,”
on the one hand and the specifically Russian interest in trash and gar-
bage dumps on the other. This is an interest that came to the fore in Il'ia
Kabakov’s conceptual art of the late 1980s and peaked again recently
with the 2018-2020 mass protests against a proposed landfill in Shies,
between Arkhangelsk and the Komi Republic capital, Syktyvkar.® Look-
ing back specifically at the cinematic representation of garbage dumps,
or svalki, in El’dar Riazanov’s Promised Heaven (Nebesa obetovannye,

and this kind of sociological inquiry. Similarly, one could argue that the arrival
of digital cameras enabled the new “boom” in longitudinal projects in the 2000s.

4 Hanna Polak has made children her specialty. Her first documentary, The Children
of Leningradsky (Dzieci z Leningradzkiego, 2005), about homeless children living in
the eponymous train station, was nominated for an Academy Award. It was the chil-
dren from the film who first brought her to the dump of Something Better to Come.

5  Specifically, the filmmakers were from neighboring countries or colonial offshoots.
Tim Hewat, the producer who first came up with the idea for the Up! series, came to
the United Kingdom from Australia; Rainer Hartleb, who made Children of Jordbro
(Barnen fran Jordbro, 1996), came to Sweden from Germany; and Hanna Polak,
originally from Poland, studied filmmaking at vGIk, the Russian national film
school, before making The Children of Leningradsky and Something Better to Come
in Russia.

6 Iam indebted to one of the anonymous reviewers of this chapter for drawing my
attention both to Kabakov’s engagement with refuse and to the Shies protests. Some
examples of Kabakov’s engagement with trash are the installations “Box with Gar-
bage” (“Iashchik s musorom,” 1981) and “The Man Who Never Throws? Anything
Away” (“Chelovek, kotoryi nikogda nichego ne vybrasyvaet,” 1988).
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1991) and Roman Prygunov’s Soulless (Dukhless, 2012), this chapter
asks why this site figures so prominently in the post-Soviet Russian im-
aginary’ Ultimately, it argues that filmmakers were drawn to the dump
at transitional moments, as a peripheral space from which to reframe
the major political and economic shifts at the country’s center. All three
films become meditations on who is included in Russia’s rapid-fire
transformation to a capitalist consumer society, and who is excluded,
as well as who gets to partake in the feeling of progress, and who is
consigned to live in a nearly ahistoric “zone.”

Considering Riazanov’s and Prygunov’s fiction films alongside Po-
lak’s documentary allows iconographic patterns to emerge in the way
the relationship between Moscow and the dump is configured. It also
highlights the increasing convergence between fictional and documen-
tary storytelling. Paradoxically, it is Riazanov’s fiction film that adopts
the ensemble cast characteristic of the long doc. Polak, meanwhile,
chooses to focus on a single individual, much as a fiction feature would.
In this particular context, however, her approach takes on additional
meaning. The sustained attention Polak affords her subject becomes a
way, through the filmic form, of countering the disposable aesthetics of
consumer culture and insisting on the human dignity of a population
likened to the trash from which they eke out a living. The “closed” for-
mat of a single film, while likely a response to the realities of the film
festival circuit, also presents a stronger indictment of Putin’s regime
than the open-ended, ongoing approach of most long docs. In this way,
Polak’s film models a more ethical, less exploitative way of engaging
with the representation of waste and the people who live in its midst.*

Geographies of Exclusion

While Something Better to Come draws on the well-established tradition
of longitudinal docs, the period over which it was produced saw the
emergence of a new cinema centered on the representation of waste,
and garbage dumps in particular. For the most part, this took place in
similarly slow-paced, visually striking documentaries such as Marcos
Prado’s Estamira (Estamira, 2004), Lucy Walker, Jodo Jardim, and

7 Alyssa DeBlasio, one of the editors of this volume, generously drew my attention to
Soulless.

8 This comes across even in the film’s title, which refers to Maksim Gor’kii’s famous
assertion in The Lower Depths (Na dne zhizni, 1902) that people live for something
better to come.



23 MASHA SHPOLBERG

Karen Harley’s Waste Land (2010), Candida Brady’s Trashed (2012), and
Jiuliang Wang’s Besieged by Waste (Wei Cheng La Ji, 2011), though the
animated film Wall-E (2008) by Andrew Stanton also stands out as an
important milestone.® Like Something Better to Come, Estamira focused
on a single, female character, albeit in this case an older woman suffer-
ing from schizophrenia. Boris Miti¢’s 2003 documentary, Pretty Dyana
(Lijepa Dyana), provides an interesting point of comparison within
Eastern Europe: the film focuses on a Roma settlement on the outskirts
of Belgrade whose residents survive by repairing dilapidated cars and
using them to collect recyclable materials such as cardboard and bot-
tles—even as they are continuously hassled by the police.” Structurally,
however, the closest comparison might be to Jiuliang Wang’s Plastic
China (2016), completed two years after Polak’s film, and, like it, focus-
ing on an exceptionally smart and resilient eleven-year-old girl.

All the attention to the problem of waste at the beginning of the
twenty-first century raises the question: To what extent does Something
Better to Come participate in a global discourse and, conversely, to what
extent does it reflect a specifically Russian state of affairs? To get at
the answer, one has to follow the trash. An underlying concern in all
these films is where the trash comes from: whether it is imported from
wealthier nations or locally produced. This determines the scope of the
film’s critique: whether it is aimed at what sociologist Zygmunt Bauman
has termed “the new planet-wide power hierarchies,” or more modest-
ly, at local governments and power structures like the mafia (Bauman
2013, 6). This is the case, for instance, in the documentaries produced
during the waste emergency Southern Italy: D’Ambrosio, Calabria and
Ruggiero’s Beautiful Country (Biutiful cauntri, 2007), Rossi-Prudente’s
The Baby Needs Some Fresh Air (La bambina deve prendere aria, 2008),
and Angrisano’s A Mountain of Lies (Una montagna di balle, 2009).”
While the majority of the early twenty-first century films position the
trash as the result of global capitalism, Something Better to Come, like
the Italian documentaries, responds primarily to a national context.

9 Michael Glawogger’s documentary Workingman’s Death (2005), which chronicles
the extremely difficult jobs human beings will do to survive, also belongs to this
moment, even if it does not deal with garbage dumps.

10 The scholar Alice Bardan kindly drew my attention to Pretty Dyana.

11 Petraitis (2017) makes the inverse point about longitudinal docs: that they are pri-
marily used to measure social change within a single national context and are rarely
compared or looked at from a transnational perspective.

12 For more on these films, as well as the crisis, see Angelone (2011) and Past (2013).
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Polak makes this clear in four ways. First, the title credits play over
four wide shots of the city of Moscow, the last one setting us firmly in
Red Square, facing the Kremlin. Second, the opening shot of the film it-
self shows trucks ferrying trash from the city to the dump that implies a
direct connection between the two: as the city expands so, too, does the
garbage dump. Third, the dump is consistently filmed using wide shots,
never close-ups that might provide clues about the nature and origins of
the trash. Instead of an assortment of individual objects, it is presented
as the texture of the ground underfoot and the material substance Yula
and the other residents mine for a living. Finally, the radio news broad-
casts that the inhabitants of the dump listen to and that Polak carefully
layers on the soundtrack refer consistently to events of national (rather
than international or local) significance: Putin’s election and reelection,
and the Moscow theater hostage crisis.”

Paradoxically, though it was the collapse of the Soviet Union that
led to the worldwide triumph of capitalism, it is never mentioned in the
film.* This seems to be a common elision: in his book Wasted Lives: Mo-
dernity and Its Outcasts (2013), Bauman examines the power imbalance
between the “developing” and “developed” worlds. Though he comes
from the former Soviet bloc himself (specifically Poland), he does not
consider the possibility that the former “second world” might occu-
py a peculiar position between these poles—or amount to an entirely
separate category. Where the formerly socialist countries fall is worth
considering, however, as the shift from what Bauman terms “a society of
producers” to “a society of consumers” has taken place there in a much
more condensed and visible manner.

Natalya Chernyshova, Paulina Bren, and Mary Neuburger, among
others, have used cinema to track this shift which, they argue, began

13 In October 2002, Chechen militants seized the Dubrovka Theater, holding some
850 people hostage and demanding an immediate end to the Second Chechen War.
After four days of failed negotiations, Russian special operations forces pumped an
anesthetizing gas into the theater and stormed it. All of the hostage-takers and up
to 130 hostages were killed over the course of the crisis.

14 The only exception to this is when the young people at the dump listen to a slightly
older man play the 1995 Chizh & Co. song “Soldier at Camp” (“Soldat na privale,”
1995), which references the collapse of the ussr. We hear the lyrics: Cepm u momor
OTIPaB/sAETCs B 3¢HNUT, / PAHHMIL 1y B IIyCTOM MO3I'Y HABOAUT IPYCTb, / Matio-
raj;bHMK Ha 6epese romocut, / Kak ys6exos-narbimeii crornna Pyce. (“The ham-
mer and sickle reach for the zenith / An early ray in an empty brain makes you sad
/ The megaphone on the birch tree proclaims / How the Uzbeks and Latvians were
unified by Rus’”) (The English translation is mine.)
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already in the late socialist period (Chernyshova 2011, 2013; Bren and
Neuberger 2012). Due to perennial shortages, however, it played itself
out largely in the ideological rather than the material sphere—Soviet
consumption could never rival that of Western countries. In the early
2000s, however, the Russian economy experienced exponential growth,
particularly in the retail and service sectors (Ivanov & Suvorov 2009).”

This expansion in consumption practices becomes apparent when
one considers the precedents for Polak’s film. Some of the most fre-
quently cited examples of socialist consumption onscreen come from
El'dar Riazanov’s comedies. It is telling perhaps that the director’s last
Soviet comedy—and possibly the last film ever to be produced in the
ussr—follows all this consumption to its logical conclusion: the gar-
bage dump. Promised Heaven focuses on a group of elderly men and
women who have, for a wide range of reasons, been driven out of their
homes and forced to take up residence on a dump. They are politically
organized, with an elected leader dubbed “the President,” and represent
a microcosm of Soviet society. We are progressively introduced to op-
posing dyads: the Jewish violinist and his anti-Semitic neighbor, and the
Party hardliner and survivors of the Gulag. They refer to themselves,
however, as a unified, if simple, people (narod), all the while pointing
out that y 6emHbIX, Kak y 60raTsix, HeT HarmoHaabHocTi. This solidar-
ity is contrasted with the cutthroat mores of the Muscovites “out there™:
we witness sons driving mothers out onto the street and young women
cheating old men out of their homes. At the dump, on the contrary, a
woman offers her friend “the General” a van of his own, even though he
has an apartment in town and only comes to the dump to visit.

On a literal level, Promised Heaven reflects the wild inflation that
devalued retirees’ pensions, plunging them into poverty even before
distinct classes of haves and have-nots emerged in the 1990s. On a more
conceptual level, the film is searching for narrative and visual tools with
which to process the major shift that was perestroika and that would be-
come the collapse of the ussr. Polak’s film captures the dump and the
forgotten people who inhabit it at a similarly pivotal moment in Russian
history. Indeed, the two films may be thought of as inverse bookends,

15 Ivanovand Suvorov provide an astounding figure: “In 2007, retail turnover in com-
parable prices was 244% relative t01999” (596). They also confirm that “the fastest
growth in retail turnover was registered between 2004 and 2007”—the middle
years of Polak’s project (569).

16 “the poor, like the rich, have no nationality.” (All film translations are mine.)
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with Riazanov’s film responding to the dissolution of a regime and the
economic breakdown that followed, and Polak’s—to the emergence of
a new one, buoyed by increasing stability and prosperity. Moreover,
where Riazanov crafts wickedly funny satirical fiction (albeit with a
supernatural twist in this instance), Polak goes in for sincere nonfic-
tion. Despite these differences, the filmmakers turn to the subject of the
dump for the same reason: both see its value as a peripheral space from
which to reframe the political and economic changes taking place in the
urban center.

A somewhat unexpected additional data point is provided by Roman
Prygunov’s commercially successful comedy-drama, Soulless, produced
toward the end of the period covered by Polak. The film focuses on an
ambitious young banker who finds himself dissatisfied with the end-
less cycle of consumption that has become his life. Most of the action
unfolds in the Moscow International Business Center, a neighborhood
of glass towers and sanitized, seamless spaces that was being actively
built up at the time of the filming, as well as restaurants and nightclubs
around the city. The film is intended primarily for a domestic audience,
and a large part of its appeal lies in the access it provides viewers to
these elite spaces. The film is overtly critical of global capitalism, yet ob-
viously relishes the variety and sensual pleasures it provides. Released
in 2012, the film depicts the last innocent moment, as it were, as the
country was transitioning from the “Medvedev years” back to Putin’s
control, just before the squashing of the opposition protests and the ex-
pansionist politics that would lead to the annexation of Crimea in 2014
and the ongoing war in Ukraine. Consequently, the film feels more like
a celebration of how far the country has come in the two decades since
the collapse of the Soviet Union than any kind of genuine critique.

The only exception to this are the opening credits, which trace a
trash truck’s journey from the heart of the Business Center to the dump
Polak was documenting at that very moment. Only at the end of the
film do we realize that Max (Danila Kozlovskii), the film’s protagonist,
is inside the truck. In a typically Dostoevskian plot, Max, a banker, has
lost everything over the course of the film—his money, his friends, his
love interest—but has reclaimed his soul. After a particularly eventful
night, he passes out in the trash truck and is driven out to the city’s
limits. The film may thus be read as a preamble to Polak’s documentary;,
showing where the trucks are coming from—the world of the have-it-
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alls as opposed to that of her have-nots. For a film that wants to be seen
as socially conscious, this opening also becomes a way of acknowledg-
ing that the spaces of global capitalism are able to remain spotless only
so long as the trash is removed on schedule; that their illusion of purity
and minimalism is predicated on the labor of cleaners and trash truck
drivers; and, finally, that for every self-made Max in this new economy
there are a thousand “losers.”

Interestingly, all three films emphasize their dumps’ proximity to
downtown Moscow and the forms of transportation that tie the two to-
gether. Riazanov’s dump lies adjacent to the railroad tracks. Early on
we see an American developer, who plans to build a condom factory
and hotel at the site, film the territory from a railroad bridge. “It’s not
too far from the center of Moscow, that’s also good,” he remarks (in
English). Prygunov’s beautifully orchestrated images emphasize the
trash truck’s smooth movement through Moscow. The streets and high-
ways come to resemble arteries connecting the International Business
Center, Moscow’s ravenous stomach, to the literal dumping grounds,
the city’s bowels. Along the way, the truck passes through a number of
check points, suggesting that capitalism is a hierarchical system whose
elites are invested in gatekeeping. Finally, with every successive shot,
the truck moves from narrow to ever more open spaces, so that its final
arrival at the dump is paradoxically associated with a feeling of release.
In this way, the credit sequence articulates the tension at the heart of
the film between lust for the lifestyle and prestige afforded to those at
the top of the new system (associated with the verticality of the Busi-
ness Center’s skyscrapers) and the yearning for wide-open spaces (the
famous Russian concept of prostor) and greater equality in human rela-
tions (associated with the horizontality of the dump).
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Figure 1: An American developer surveys the dump in El'dar Riazanov’s Promised Heavens
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Figure 2: The trash truck moves from the narrow, vertical spaces of capitalism to the
wide-open, horizontal spaces of the dump in the opening credits of Roman Prygunov’s
Soulless
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Figure 3: Europe’s largest garbage dump, outside Moscow, in Hanna Polak’s
Something Better to Come

Polak similarly opens her film with an image that asserts the dump’s
connection to the city beyond: the aforementioned wide shot of a group
of children walking on the high wall-like mound marking the border
of the dump, while trucks ferry garbage to and from the shimmering
white apartment blocks on the horizon. Over this image, Polak’s voice-
over (in English) profters the shocking information that the dump is
located “only 13 miles from Red Square and Kremlin.” This comment
reminds viewers that this kind of high angle shot is usually associated
with a position of knowledge and power. In Riazanov’s film, it is the
gaze of ownership—it belongs to the American developer quite liter-
ally surveying the land his company has just acquired. In Prygunov’s
film, it is the gaze of the film-consumer, accustomed to easily legible and
beautifully composed images. And in Polak’s film, it invites viewers to
imagine how whatever regime may be ensconced in the Kremlin views
its territory. Both Riazanov and Polak additionally set up a tension be-
tween the land’s use- and exchange-value: the on-the-ground view of
the dump’s inhabitants and the high-angle view of the developers in
Riazanov’s film; the motion of the trucks and the children in opposite
directions in Polak’s.

Though the protagonists of both films refer to the areas they inhabit
using the Russian word svalka, Riazanov’s dump is really more of an en-
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campment: an agglomeration of rusted train cars and buses converted
into hovels. The space around them is strewn with paper, tires, broken
crates, and other debris, but it is not the site of consistent, daily dump-
ing. The dump Polak films ten years later is, by contrast, the largest in
Europe—two miles long, one mile across and fourteen stories high. As
the dump has expanded, it has become harder to escape. Riazanov’s
protagonists were much more mobile than Polak’s. His film begins and
ends at the svalka, but most of its duration is devoted to sketching out
each of the characters’ backstories. Consequently, we see them come
and go at will. Polak made the choice to film her protagonists exclu-
sively at the dump, though presumably they must leave it now and then
to purchase food and other critical supplies. As Malgorzata Sadowska
writes, the dump in Something Better to Come becomes a kind of “zone,”
where regular laws do not apply, as well as a totalizing space in which
people “grow up, work, have children, and die” (Sadowska 2015, 83).7

Ultimately, the films are equally pessimistic. Though Riazanov’s
characters might move back and forth between the two worlds with
ease—the regular world of the city and the world of the dump—the
cyclical structure of his narrative, too, suggests there is no way out,
only up: in a somewhat heavy-handed metaphor, the dump’s residents
escape the brutal police force by climbing back aboard an engine car
inhabited by a Bolshevik old-timer—a symbolic train of history—and
being lifted into the air by friendly aliens who promise to take them
to a place rjge MoyxHO >X1Tb, Kak mogn.” In Polak’s film, the lack of an
outside reproduces the protagonists’ sense of claustrophobia and ines-
capable dread. The film makes it clear that Yula’s happy ending is an
exception. What lingers long after the film concludes is a young man’s
assertion that Boochsl mbIOOM BCTAIOT Ha TOMOBE, KOIMA OyMaio O TOM,
YTO 51 3/]eCh IPOXMBY BCIO Xu3Hb,” and Yula’s own description of it
as 60710TO, KOTOpOe 3acacbiBaeT.™ It is a far cry from the romanticized
release suggested by Prygunov’s opening credits.

The only major difference between Riazanov’s and Polak’s visions
concerns the presence of the state. In Riazanov’s film, institutions might

17 “Tu si¢ dorasta, pracuje, rodzi dzieci, umiera.” (All English translations of Sadow-
ska in this chapter are mine.)

18 “where they can live like people”

19 “it freaks me out when I come to think that I might be spending my whole life here”

20 “a swamp that sucks you in”
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be falling apart, but they still exist.» The dump residents’ shenanigans
land them first in prison and then in a home for the elderly. It quickly
becomes clear that the only alternative to life at the dump is an institu-
tionalized life—or no life at all. When asked what will become of them,
the translator working for the Americans responds that some of them
will be sent to the home for the elderly and some to a home for the
insane. Except for a brief hospital scene, there is no sense of this institu-
tional landscape in Something Better to Come, only an ever-present fear
of the police, who beat up the residents and burn their hovels, and a gen-
eralized mistrust of authorities. Russia’s economic miracle appears to
have been accompanied by a retraction, or at least a reinvigorated hos-
tility of the state, towards its most vulnerable citizens. If, in Riazanov’s
film, the trouble was selling out to the West, at least the enemy was, to
some extent, external. In Polak’s film, it has become internal.

Expendable People

Although Something Better to Come features fascinating views of the
dump, it is unapologetically anthropocentric: Polak’s concern lies with
the people she encounters first and foremost.>* Like the Up! series and
most other long docs, the film begins as ethnography, interested in cap-
turing the day-to-day details of life on the dump and, as time goes on,
morphs into biography—a chronicle of the more significant episodes
in the protagonist’s life. Early shots illustrate how residents survive by
building huts from construction pellets and felt, boiling snow in the
winter to get water, and frying potatoes for most of their meals, as well
as how they have fun—they sing, play, dye their hair, and generally style
themselves, even at the dump. As Yula grows, the focus shifts away from
her lively group of friends and on to her exclusively. The tone grows
somber. The camera is there when Yula’s mother tells her she has been
raped and, later, follows Yula’s emotional state attentively when she
finds herself pregnant at age sixteen, desperately searching for a place
to live and raise her baby. She ultimately realizes the impossibility of the

21 When Efimiia, the artist, asks a prison guard for sheets, he affirms that she is enti-
tled to them, but indicates there is a shortage.

22 Some of this is circumstantial. In an interview for Film Quarterly, Polak admitted
that “this is also where I made a mistake. I was so concentrated on the life of the
people that I didn’t shoot enough in the surrounding environment. [...] From the
garbage dump where I was shooting, you could very clearly see the city [...] In the
editing I was looking for more of this kind of footage of how vast the dump was and
how close it was to Moscow, but I didn’t have it” (Shpolberg 2016, 71).
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task; in the film’s most heartbreaking moment, we see her walk away,
leaving the baby behind at the hospital. The drama surrounding this
moment points to the core ethical problem at the heart of the project:
How to film people who have been deemed superfluous from society’s
point of view?

For Bauman, the problem of “human waste and wasted humans”
is inseparable from the process of modernization (Bauman 2013, 6).
In Wasted Lives, he argues that modernization has generated not only
material, but also human waste. For centuries, colonial territories both
supplied imperial powers with raw materials and served as “dumping
grounds” for excess population (Bauman 2013, 5). This process of ex-
traction and dumping continued unabated until the colonies themselves
modernized, broke away, and became independent nations. The world,
according to Bauman, is now “full™ there is no place for the “refugees,
the displaced, asylum seekers [and] migrants” to go—they have become
“the waste of globalization” (Bauman 2013, 58).

Russia never had extensive overseas colonies, and its imperial ex-
pansion looked very different. Nevertheless, it is possible to think of
Riazanov’s and Polak’s films as responses to a not-too-dissimilar but
much more rapid process of resource extraction and monetization that
took place in two stages: in the 1990s, with the privatization of previ-
ously state-owned assets and means of industrial production, and the
2000s, with the explosion in demand for consumer goods and services.
Riazanov’s film was produced just as the Soviet space was beginning to
enter the free market economy; Prygunov’s—as the success of the global
banking system seemed guaranteed; and Polak’s—at the same time that
the term “Capitalocene” gained worldwide traction. Unlike the more
general “Anthropocene,” Capitalocene suggested that the dire, ongoing
changes to the environment were the result of a specific economic order
rather than human activity as such (Moore 2016). Both films point to
the fact that these transitions—first to a market and then to a consumer
economy—could not take place without rendering a whole layer of the
population unnecessary, or obsolete. The shimmering city on the hori-
zon could not grow without the dump growing in turn.

Moreover, each party—the city and the dump —relies for its self-defi-
nition on the other. In Purity and Danger (2002), anthropologist Mary
Douglas argued for a dialectical relationship between order and dirt.
“There is no such thing as absolute dirt,” she wrote. “It exists in the
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eye of the beholder. [...] Dirt offends against order” yet is “a by-product
of the creation of [that very] order” (Douglas 2002, 2, 198). The film
does not linger on this, but the repeated wide shots featuring the dump
in the foreground and housing blocks in the background suggest that
Moscow’s new bourgeoisie both produces and sets itself against this new
underclass. We get a glimmer of this dynamic in another heartbreaking
moment, when a weary woman exclaims: B aBTo6yce eferun, a Ha Hac
CMOTPST KaK Ha BIlIeil, Ha 610X, Ha TapakaHOB. A 4é, MbI He TIofu? A
KyZla HaM JIeBaTbCA? A ecy y MeHs HeT HU fioMa... Bcé, HeT Huvero. ..
[Touemy 51 fomkHa nponazfaTs? S xe Toxxe yenosek. [...] S xusy. I xe
HEe MOTY IIOMTU IIPOCTO M yMEPETD.”

The film’s raison d’étre is to move the viewer from a reaction of
disgust like the one the woman describes to one of compassion. Yet it
is worth pausing on why exactly this might be necessary. In Powers of
Horror: An Essay on Abjection (1982), Julia Kristeva identified some-
thing she called the abject—that which precedes signification and forces
us to confront our own animality and, therefore, mortality in the most
direct way possible. “A wound with blood and pus, or the sickly, acrid
smell of sweat, of decay, does not signify death,” she wrote. “In the pres-
ence of signified death—a flat encephalograph, for instance—I would
understand, react, or accept. No, as in true theater, without makeup and
masks, refuse and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in
order to live” (Kristeva 1982, 3). Societies deal with the abject by casting
it out or purifying it through religion and art. In Upheavals of Thought
(2003) and Hiding from Humanity (2006), Martha Nussbaum takes this
argument a step further, studying the way disgust may be mobilized
as a political emotion. She notes that disgust is not one of the built-in
emotions. Children know only distaste; disgust develops as they grow
older, making it a socially learned emotion (Nussbaum 2003, 200).
Over time, Nussbaum hypothesizes, we learn to be disgusted by bod-
ily fluids and functions because they remind us of our “animal body”
and, consequently, “our vulnerability to decay and to becoming waste
products ourselves” (Nussbaum 2003, 203). She writes: “So powerful
is the desire to cordon ourselves off from our animality that we often
don’t stop at feces, cockroaches, and slimy animals. We need a group

of humans to bound ourselves against, who will come to exemplify the

23 “When we ride the bus, people look at us as if we're lice, fleas, roaches. Aren’t we
human? Where are we to go? What if I have no home... I have nothing... Why am I
supposed to vanish? I am also a person [...] I am alive. I can’t just go and die.”
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boundary line between the truly human and the basely animal” (Nuss-
baum 2006, 107). Disgust thus plays an important role in constructing
people of a difference race, ethnicity, gender, or class as “Other” by sug-
gesting that they are unclean and not fully human (Nussbaum 2003,
347). This is why conservatives appeal to disgust (and shame) in their
attempts to preserve hierarchies and contain social elements they per-
ceive as threatening—and why Nussbaum finds it to be an “inherently
problematic” emotion, “an enemy of the ideals of liberal democracy”
(Nussbaum 2006, 88, 206, 102).

Both Riazanov’s and Polak’s films stage the process of othering by
people who themselves have been brutally othered. The anti-Semite, in
attacking his Jewish neighbor, condenses the discourse of Soviet state
anti-Semitism into one monologue. Polak, in turn, judiciously includes
a scene showing a teenage boy shaving another teenage boy’s head on
the dump. The latter, we learn, is hoping to join the army and take part
in the ongoing war in Chechnya. He indulges in daydreams about how
he would treat his Chechen prisoners of war and shares his belief that na
BOiiHe, B UeuHe, HaIIpUMep, BbIPACTElIb, Oy/iellb HACTOSIIUM, Kpell-
KMM My>xXukom.* Later, the film returns to the conflict in a striking way
when Polak interpolates footage she herself had shot of the Moscow
theater hostage crisis, specifically the bodies of the dead being brought
outside. In a rare interventionist move in an otherwise observational
documentary, she then prompts the children at the dump to talk about
the event. Their responses are fragmentary and focused on the mechan-
ics of what took place rather than the meaning of the crisis, demonstrat-
ing that, unlike the older boy, they have not yet succumbed to the desire
to elevate themselves by debasing others.

Inhis article on “garbage aesthetics,” Robert Stam notes that the term
was pioneered in the Latin American context in order to “revalorize by
inversion what had formerly been seen as negative, especially within co-
lonialist discourse,” and is defined by its “constitutive hybridity” (Stam
1999, 59). In Riazanov’s film, this hybridity emerges in the characters’
understanding of Soviet slogans as obsolete, “trash,” and their ability
to mix and swap ideological positions at a moment’s notice—usually
to great comic effect. Thus Efimiia, the artist begging in the street, asks
passersby to give to a former first pioneer and a victim of Stalin’s re-

24 “while at war in Chechnya, for example, you will grow up, become a real, strong

man
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pressions in the same breath. By the time Polak was filming, all trace of
these ideological positions has disappeared, replaced by a much more
banal and universal mistrust of government. The only ideological dis-
course that remains is that of ethnic hatred and strife. Within this logic,
it makes sense that the last reference to historic time in the film is to the
war in the Donbas, implicitly positioned as the new Chechnya.

Divergent Temporalities

Time and again, Something Better to Come reminds us just how ex-
pendable the lives of its protagonists are. The young men who drive the
trucks delivering and compressing the trash brandish their toughness
by casually counting the number of times they have driven over peo-
ple without realizing it. The residents themselves complain of the po-
lice burning down their hovels with people still inside. At one point,
Polak makes a radical choice: as one of the drivers explains, 6abka B
KOPUYHEBOM IIa/IbTO, IpefcTaBaAenb?! Camnaach ¢ MycopoM u eé He
BuzaHO,” Polak cuts to a wide shot that holds longer than usual: in the
midst of the textured, trash-strewn landscape, we realize with horror,
we can see a burnt body. This shocking image recalls another dialectic:
the one Giorgio Agamben draws between an obscure figure of Roman
law known as the homo sacer and the sovereign or basileus. The homo
sacer was someone declared to be outside the law and who thus could
be killed with impunity (Agamben 2015). Both the homo sacer and the
basileus exist in a state of exception with regard to the law, but with
one possessing all the power and the other—none of it. The people in
Polak’s film may be thought of as occupying the opposite pole from the
government for the same reason: their powerlessness highlights the
state’s growing omnipotence.

Though Polak is, for the most part, committed to a non-interven-
tionist, observational aesthetic, she allows for much more manipulation
on the soundtrack. Much of the music we hear in the film is diegetically
anchored and features contemporary rock bands. On top of the music,
Polak carefully layers snippets from radio programs referring to Putin
or featuring speeches by him. The result is a sense of two divergent tem-
poralities: the cyclical time of the dump, where nothing happens, and
the linear, political time of Putin’s rise.

25 “the woman was in a brown coat, can you imagine? She merged with the trash and
you couldn’t see her”
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As many of the residents point out, the most horrific part of their
experience is its duration: how long they have been at the dump, the
feeling of sameness every day, and lack of any indication that things will
change in the future. As Sadowska writes: “If not for Yula’s changing face
and the succession of hair colors, there would be no way to know that
years have passed, for on that largest European garbage dump nothing
gives us an indication of concrete time” (Sadowska 2015, 83).¢ Polak
reinforces this impression by including a shot of two young men burn-
ing a rolodex calendar in a fire, one day at a time, as well as a scene in
which a younger boy asks Yula to tell a story and she responds, ¥ mens B
YKM3HU BOOOIIIe HeT HUKaKuX ucTopuit.”” Yula, again, refers to the dump
as a swamp; Sadowska calls it a “zone” (Sadowska 2015, 83); and another
dump resident calls it a polygon (a military testing ground). These terms
all imply stagnation, isolation from the world, and a post-apocalyptic or
post-nuclear atmosphere that draws attention to the invisible toxicity of
the site.

The radio broadcasts, by contrast, give the impression of things mov-
ing steadily ahead for Putin after his election as president. As the years
pass, however, his speeches come to sound increasingly cruel layered
over images of the dump. In one speech, he says: Ongna upesBbruaiiHo
Ba)KHas TeMa, 3TO TO, KaK MBI XMBEM U TJie MBI KMBEM, KaXX/[blil U3
Hac, peficTaBbTe cebe, faXke . Y MeHs TOXe MHOIJA p)KaBas BOfja U3
Tpy6 uzet.®® In another scene, shot on New Year’s Eve, we see a group
of dump residents, one holding a baby, listening to Putin’s speech on
the radio. He says: Ocob6eHHO TIpUATHO, YTO 32 YXOJSILIUI IO y HAC
ponuMIOoCh 60/bIIIe HOBBIX POCCUIICKUX IPaXKAAH YeM B IIPOIITIOM. TO
- XOpOIINii 3HaK. TO 3HAYUT, YTO JIIOU B Hallleil CTPaHe yBepeHHee
cMorpAT B bymymiee. ITycTh OyAyT HAamoONHEHBI YIOTOM Ballll JOMA.
Cuactbsa BaM. C HoBbIM ropom!® In this environment, Putin’s words
resound with bitter irony: they assume a world in which this particular

26 “Gdyby nie zmieniajaca si¢ twarz Juli i kolejne kolory farby na jej wlosach, nie spo-
sob byloby dostrzec, ze mijaja lata, bo na tym najwigkszym europejskim $mietniku
nic nas nie odsyta do konkretnych czaséw.”

27 “Inmy life, there are absolutely no stories.”

28 “One extremely important issue is how we live and where we live, each one of us,
even I. Just imagine, sometimes rusty water comes out of my pipes, too.”

29 “One particularly pleasing fact is that more people were born this year as compared
to last year. This is a good sign. It means people in our country are looking to the
future with confidence. I hope your homes will be filled with comfort. I wish you
happiness. Happy New Year.”
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audience simply does not exist. As Susan Signe Morrison powerfully
puts it: “wasted humans—disdained, ignored, and made invisible—are
ontologically non-existent” (Morrison 2015, 97).

Conclusion

Scholars concur on two points: that attending to waste makes possible a
particularly trenchant critique of modernity and presupposes an ethical
orientation toward the world. Zygmunt Bauman, Gay Hawkins, Susan
Signe Morrison, and John Scanlan all point out the ways in which trash
can be subversive, “sticky,” insurgent (Bauman 2013; Scanlan 2005;
Hawkins 2006; Morrison 2013, 2015). Something Better to Come, pro-
duced over the course of the same decade and a half as their studies, pro-
vides a compelling case in point. Polak, like Riazanov, is a humanist: her
mission first and foremost is to restore dignity to a population that has
been othered, treated with disgust, and made invisible—in other words,
likened to the trash they depend on to survive. At the same time, she does
not romanticize her subjects, acknowledging the ways in which some of
them perpetuate violence, othering people on the basis of ethnicity in the
same way they themselves have been othered on the basis of class.

Along the way, she discovers, in Douglas’s words, that “there is ener-
gy in the margins and unstructured areas” (Douglas 2002, 141). As the
opening credits of the film make clear, she uses the peripheral status of
the dump much like Riazanov had before her—to provide a subtle cri-
tique of events taking place in the center. She does this through the ironic
juxtaposition of image and sound, the voice of the basileus and the faces
of the homo sacer. The two films also share an intuition about how filmic
form specifically might, in Susan Signe Morrison’s words, offer “resti-
tution” (Morrison 2013, 464). Riazanov already in 1991 sensed that the
way to counter consumer aesthetics was through sustained attention.
The backstories he provides for each of his characters can be thought of
as a prototype for Polak’s continuous observation of Yula. Amidst the
wave of “dump” documentaries, Polak’s longitudinal approach seems
to offer an ethical and elegant solution to the cycle of commodification,
consumption, and waste that even cinema cannot escape.

Considering Polak’s documentary in light of Riazanov’s fiction film
also illustrates the extent to which the production context influences the
form. The humor of Riazanov’s films relied on a deep familiarity with
Soviet culture, and they were always produced with a domestic audience
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in mind. The straight vérité style of Polak’s documentary, in turn, has
to do with the fact that it was intended from the outset for the interna-
tional film festival circuit. This is, in part, why the irony Polak deploys
differs substantially from the comedy Riazanov became known for: its
goal is to mark the depth of the cleavage between the powerful and the
powerless rather than to restore community through laughter. It is also
why the film works so hard to balance the national-context-specific
brunt of its critique with the universality of its story.

The film’s originality, however, lies in its rethinking of scale. Many
of the documentaries produced on garbage dumps use the particular
affordances of cinema—zooms, crane shots—to shock viewers into re-
alizing the extent of the problem. Something Better to Come, in contrast,
is not particularly invested in this. It is almost as if the film’s ambitions
regarding scale have been displaced from the spatial to the temporal
plane. Instead of telling us what we already know—that the comforts
of modernity come at the price of vast swaths of land surrendered to
waste—the film challenges us to stick with it and, through our presence
of mind, to redeem at least one person.
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“Pomor’e ne Pomoika”: Framing the Protest Campaign
against the Landfill Project at Shies Station in Russia’s
Arkhangelsk Region

Elena Gorbacheva

THis chapter explores the protest movement Pomor’e ne pomoika, which
took on the construction of the Shies landfill in Arkhangelsk region.!
The movement began in 2018 and lasted about two years, becoming one
of the most visible Russian environmental protests of the last decade
(“Kak protestuiut rossiiane” 2020). This reaction to the use of unoccu-
pied land—specifically, the creation of a giant “ecotechnopark,” which
was more a dump for waste from Moscow than a modern and sustain-
able waste utilization project—started at the local level, but quickly
attracted regional and even national attention. Rallies and pickets in
support of the Shies protesters were organized from Kaliningrad to No-
vosibirsk, and even abroad, in Oslo and Cologne (Iadroshnikov 2018).
Despite the authoritarian system of government in Russia, protests
of various scope are in fact common. Between 2007 and 2016, around
9.5 percent of all protests had an environmental agenda (Lankina and
Tertytchnaya 2020). Usually, these protests remained localized (Wu
and Martus 2021). What is peculiar about the Shies protest is that a
seemingly local issue attracted massive, countrywide support. In this
chapter, I analyze how protest coordinators and activists framed their
opposition in order to better understand what allowed the Shies cam-
paign to resonate on the national level, attract thousands of supporters,

1 “Pomor’e is not a dump.” (All translations are my own, unless stated otherwise.)
Pomor’e is a territory along the White Sea in Russia’s European North.
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and achieve its main goal: termination of the project.2 While many fac-
tors are responsible for the campaign’s success, I focus on the frame
alignment—in my view, the crucial factor. By frame alignment, I mean
a process defined by Snow, Rochford, Worden, and Benford as “the link-
age of individual and smo [social movement organization] interpretive
orientations, such that some set of individual interests, values and be-
liefs and smo activities, goals, and ideology are congruent and comple-
mentary” (Snow, Rochford, Worden ¢ Benford 1986, 464).

My research question is the following: Which frames helped the co-
ordinators of Pomor’e ne pomoika succeed in elevating the protest to the
national level? To answer this question, I use the method of frame anal-
ysis. My analysis is based on the data that I gathered during fieldwork in
Arkhangelsk in October 2019, a year after the first protests in Arkhan-
gelsk. I conducted interviews with Pomor’e ne pomoika protest activists
and coordinators. I recruited my informants via three methods: 1) writ-
ing to protest coordinators and arranging interviews; 2) talking with
participants of bessrochka, a permanent protest in the center of Arkhan-
gelsk; and 3) the snowball technique. Altogether I conducted twenty-five
interviews. I decided to conduct my fieldwork in Arkhangelsk, as some
of the largest rallies of the campaign were held there. In addition, the
main coordinators of the Pomore ne pomoika movement—the larg-
est protest group within the Shies campaign—lived in Arkhangelsk. I
supplement the interviews with materials from newspapers and social
media, written by journalists as well as activists who took part in the
protests. I also analyze the posters and resolutions published after most
of the protest rallies in the Arkhangelsk region.

I have chosen to use frame analysis because it focuses on grievances,
their articulation and interpretation, and on the way in which ideas, im-
ages, and culture in general are used to construct an understanding of
an issue and formulate a call to action (Lindekilde 2014). Shies was not
the first protest in the region, or the first protest against an anti-waste
facility in Russia. However, as I argue, the frames with which the pro-
testers articulated their grievances made this protest stand out.

The chapter is structured as follows. First, I provide background
on the landfill and the conflict that followed after construction plans
were revealed. I then contextualize the Shies protests vis-a-vis similar

2 The project’s termination was announced in June 2020 and went into effect in Oc-
tober 2020 (“Osnovnoi ob”em rabot” 2020).
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waste-related protests in the Russian Federation. Next, I analyze the
frames used by the Pomor’e ne pomoika movement, providing my ex-
planation for how the scale shift in mobilization was achieved. In con-
clusion, I explain why the Shies campaign was so successful, arguing
that efficient use of framing by protest coordinators helped them avoid
being labelled as a selfish Not in My Back Yard (N1MBY) marginal group.

Background

At the end of July 2018, residents of Urdoma, a settlement close to Shies
in the Lenskii district of Arkhangelsk region, noticed that a forest by
the Shies railway station had been cut down. They heard a rumor that
some sort of a dump was being constructed at Shies. They tried to find
out what was going on and soon discovered that a new gigantic landfill
was scheduled to be built, and that the first trains with waste from Mos-
cow were scheduled to arrive the next month, in August 2018. Although
equipment and machines had already been dispatched to the site that
summer, the project was only officially presented to the residents in
October. During the autumn, the description of the project changed
several times; the final plan was to create EcoTechnoPark Shies—a
place for storing briquettes of shredded and then sorted Moscow waste,
transported by rail. Local municipal authorities were against the pro-
ject from the start, but in November new amendments initiated by the
regional governor, Igor’ Orlov, were passed, shifting the right to create
and change master plans concerning land use from municipalities to
the regional government (Mikusheva 2018).

In the proposed plan, the construction company Technopark
claimed that similar waste management technology had been used for
more than thirty years in Europe (“Ekotekhnopark Shies” 2019). The
company also claimed that the plot of land in Shies was perfect for such
construction, due to its low population density, good transport connec-
tion, suitable weather conditions, lack of bodies of water, and distance
from residential areas. According to EcoTechnoPark documents, no
suitable plots were found in Moscow region, and thus an alternative
place to dispose of Moscow’s waste had to be found. The project was
undertaken together with the Government of Moscow, which offered to
send six billion rubles (the equivalent of 6 percent of the Arkhangelsk
regional budget in 2018) to Lenskii district, to be earmarked for clean-
ing up illegal dumps, building new and reconstructing old roads, re-
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pairing schools, and buying new buses. Alongside this, EcoTechnoPark
would have created five hundred jobs with an average monthly salary of
44,000 rubles (around 570 euros in October 2018).

The governor at that time, Igor’ Orlov, stated that those who protest
against TaKOro Ba)KHOTO, MEPCIEKTMBHOTO [/ PerroHa IIPOeKTa are
either ill-informed and unintelligent or political speculators (Kuznetso-
va 2018). 3 Here Orlov cast the protesters as a typical NIMBY opposition:
they had selfish interests and lacked knowledge of the subject (Kraft
& Clary 1993, 96). Orlov also stressed that while the project was not
yet officially approved, he viewed its investment potential as desirable
for the region and pointed out that the project included not only waste
storage, but also recycling, both of which were on the federal agenda
(Loichenko 2018).

The first protests against the Shies project were organized in August
2018 by the residents of the Urdomskoe municipality, who had formed
an organization called Chistaia Urdoma.* In December 2018, the activ-
ists began to keep watch at the construction site, and in spring 2019 they
set up a permanent encampment. In October 2018, the first protests
against the Shies landfill were held in Arkhangelsk, the regional capital,
and Severodvinsk—cities hundreds of kilometers from the construc-
tion site. The protests in Arkhangelsk were organized by the newly cre-
ated Pomor’e ne pomoika movement. Pomor’e ne pomoika also initiated
a series of “all-Russia” protest days. These were daily demonstrations
across the region and Russia as a whole, and sometimes even abroad,
and the first was organized on December 2, 2018. As the coordinators
stated, they wanted to maximize the publicity of the Shies protests; after
the experience of the anti-pension reform protests initiated by Aleksei
Naval’nyi’s network on September 9, 2018, they felt that a single day of
protest would generate better media coverage than earlier uncoordinat-
ed local protests. This idea worked well—thirty thousand people took
to the streets of Arkhangelsk region during the first all-Russia protest
day. There were five such days in total and numerous other events, all of
which attracted thousands of people across the region.

According to a survey organized in August 2019 in Arkhangelsk re-
gion, 98.3 percent of the population did not support the construction at
Shies (“Sotsial’naia situatsiia” 2019). Moreover, 51.3 percent of respond-

3 “such an important and promising project for the region”
4 Clean Urdoma. Urdoma is an urban locality in the Arkhangelsk Region.
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ents said that they had taken part in the protests. Before the protests,
Arkhangelsk region was considered to be relatively quiet politically
(Chuvashova 2011; “Rost protestnoi aktivnosti” 2018; Kynev, Petrov,
and Titkov 2018). This makes the Shies case even more remarkable.

After months of protests, the construction at Shies officially ceased
in June 2019, until further examination of the site so as to ensure the
safety of the project. When asked about Shies in May 2019, President
Vladimir Putin said that he did not understand why a landfill should
be built close to residential areas. The population’s opinion, Putin con-
tinued, should be taken into account. Scientists and scholars, including
prominent members of the Russian Academy of Sciences, criticized the
project itself, the lack of transparency, and the place chosen for its con-
struction (Kantor 2019). In the latest version of the city of Moscow’s
territorial scheme for waste management, published at the end of 2019,
there was no mention of the Shies landfill (Podobedova ¢ Lindell 2019).
In January 2020, a court ruled that the buildings built for the project
were illegal and had to be demolished (Vasil’eva 2020). On April 2,
2020, the governors of Arkhangelsk region and Komi Republic—the
two regions with the largest anti-Shies protests—announced their
resignation (Pertsev 2020). Their replacements stated that they did not
support the Shies project (“Novye glavy Komi” 2020). In June 2020,
EcoTechnoPark Shies was excluded from the list of priority investment
projects of the Arkhangelsk region by the regional government (“Proekt
‘Ekotekhnopark “Shies™ iskliuchen” 2020). The regional authorities
promised that the land damaged at Shies would be rehabilitated by 2031
(Karpovich 2020).

A similar landfill for Moscow waste is EcoTechnoPark Mikhali,
located in northern Kaluga region. Yet unlike the Shies project, the
Mikhali landfill was actually built; construction began in 2017 and was
completed in February 2020. The governor of Kaluga region at the time,
Anatolii Artamonov, actively supported construction. Regional author-
ities, including Artamonovand Aleksandr Surkov, vice-head of the dis-
trict where Mikhali is located, claimed that locals actually wanted the
project and needed an investor (Pavlova 2017). Simultaneously, they as-
serted that Muscovites who owned dachas in the area did not want new
infrastructure, and the related new jobs, in the district (Ivanova 2017).
Since 2018, residents of Mikhali and other Kaluga settlements joined
rallies and pickets against the landfill, but never more than several hun-
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dred people took part. The new governor of Kaluga region, Vladislav
Shapsha, has expressed his support for the EcoTechnoPark.

In sum, the Shies protest is a unique example of a successful mobi-
lization against a project that was already underway, and initiated by
Moscow and supported by regional authorities. Yet how might the vic-
tory of the Shies protests be explained? In the interviews, the coordina-
tors of Pomor’e ne pomoika cited several reasons why regional protests
were successful: 1) over the centuries, residents in this sparsely popu-
lated and frigid region had grown accustomed to helping one another;
2) the highly coordinated nature of the campaign; and 3) widespread
resentment over how unfairly resources are allocated among Russia’s
regions. These factors certainly played a role determining the outcome,
but the scope of my research does not allow for detailed analysis of all of
them. Instead, I use frame analysis to examine how Pomor’e ne pomoika
succeeded in elevating the protest against the landfill to the national
level.

Protesting in Russia

Rootes and Nulman define an environmental movement “as a loose,
non-institutionalized network of informal interactions that includes, as
well as individuals and groups who have no organizational affiliation,
organizations of varying degrees of formality, and is engaged in collec-
tive action motivated by shared identity or concern about environmen-
tal issues” (Rootes & Nulman 2015, 730). The history of environmental
movements in the Soviet Union includes notable campaigns such as the
protection of Lake Baikal and the thwarting of river diversion (Weiner
1999). In the late Soviet era, social movements with an environmental
agenda were the most successful. However, despite the liberties of the
1990s, environmental protest declined in post-Soviet Russia (Henry
2010).

All protest in non-democratic states such as Russia faces significant
barriers, including an undeveloped civil society, high costs to protest,
state-controlled media and Internet, tightened anti-protest regulation,
and so on. Protest against the Shies landfill faced an additional obsta-
cle: it was a business project supported by officials in Moscow and the
Arkhangelsk region. As Alfred Evans Jr. has explained, “an alliance be-
tween key government officials and wealthy corporations can create a
formidable barrier to the goals of highly motivated social activists, even
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when those activists have substantial support from the public” (Evans
Jr. 2012, 239).

At the same time, because they address universal values such as
the well-being of children and populations in general, environmental
movements are more tolerated by nondemocratic governments (Rootes
and Nulman 2015). In China, there have been several successful move-
ments against incinerator construction and factory pollution in recent
years. According to Lang and Xu, protesters succeeded when they had
“prominent allies among scientists, officials, and journalists in local
and national media,” the size of mass mobilization “overwhelmed the
capacity of the local government to repress it,” or protesters engaged
in a violent confrontation with police and fought until the government
conceded (Lang ¢ Xu 2013, 842-43).

Currently, research on environmental movements in authoritarian
regimes focuses mostly on China, while the Russian context has been
understudied (Wu and Martus 2021). Scholarship on waste protests in
Russia is only just emerging, with a few exemplary studies of state and
civil society relations as regards the “Rubbish Riots” in Moscow region
(Wu and Martus 2021), as well as of the politicization of environmental
discourse in the Shies case (Chmel’, Klimova ¢ Mitrokhina 2020).

Initial protests at Shies strongly resembled NIMBY activism. Anti-
waste protests against landfills, incinerators, and so on, are usually ex-
amples of NIMBY-type activism—actions of locals opposing unwanted
projects in their neighborhoods (Johnson and Scicchitano 2012). How-
ever, within a few months of the first messages about the planned land-
fill at Shies, protests spread across the region as well as the neighboring
Komi Republic. The organization of all-Russia protest days allowed the
campaign to extend its reach beyond Arkhangelsk region and Komi: on
the second all-Russia protest day, February 3, 2019, protests were held
in dozens of regions (Gordeev ¢ Romanov 2019). Therefore, in the case
of the Shies protests, we can speak of an upward scale shift—a moving
of collective action to a higher level, for example, from local to regional
and national (Tarrow 2010, 215).

Diffusion of a protest movement across new geographies or social
groups is especially complicated if the grievance against which the
contention occurs is of a local nature or the contenders’ claim is too
narrow. Social movements frame their claims, create bridges between
these frames and others, and facilitate production of collective identi-
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ties among the participants of social actions (McAdam, Tarrow & Tilly
2001). Below, I explain how Pomor’e ne pomoika succeeded in shifting
the scale of the movement by efliciently framing its claims.

Frame Analysis

To analyze the frames constructed by Pomor’e ne pomoika coordinators
and participants, and to reveal the mechanisms through which frame
expansion ensued, I divide the frames that I identified based on their
tasks. Snow and Benford (1988) suggest that framing has three core
tasks: 1) diagnostic—characterization of some social phenomenon as
problematic and in need of repair; 2) prognostic—offering a solution to
the said problem; and 3) motivational —calling others to join in collec-
tive action in order to solve the problem.

Waste as an Issue

The first task, diagnostic framing, aims to identify the problem, its
source, and its “victims” (Benford & Snow 2000). The problem—the
construction of the landfill at Shies—has two aspects, both of which
were present in resolutions, speeches, and placards during the mobi-
lization. The first aspect is the landfill itself. The storing of municipal
solid waste, especially unsorted, was deemed problematic by the pro-
testers and they criticized this inefficient mode of waste management
(Chuprova 2018). While the construction company concentrated on the
fact that this would be a landfill for briquettes of municipal solid waste,
protesters spoke of Mmycop, feppmo, momon® being brought to their land
(Gorbacheva 2019a).

One of the activists’ biggest concerns was that the proposed site was
located in a swamp, at the source of several rivers. Any leakage at the
landfill would poison not only the surrounding area, but also the North-
ern Dvina River, which flows into the Arctic Ocean and thus could pol-
lute the whole Barents region. They likened the consequent risk to a gen-
ocide against the Russian nation. Natural resources—including clean
water, mushrooms, and berries—underpin the livelihoods of locals,
who feel that their environment is already endangered by the Plesetsk
spaceport, a nuclear test site at Novaia zemlia, and several industrial
enterprises (“Arkhangel’skie pisateli” 2018). The protesters argued that
no environmental assessment of the landfill had been conducted, and

5 “trash, shit, slop”



POMOR’E NE POMOIKA 50

that the project and its execution violate the 42" article of the Russian
Constitution, which states: Ka>xpiit nMeeT npaBo Ha 671arOIpUsATHYIO
OKPY>KaIoI[YI0 CPefy, JOCTOBEPHYI0 MHPOPMALIMIO O €e COCTOAHUM U
Ha BO3MellleHue yllep6a, IPUIMHEHHOTO ero 3[0POBbIO WM MMYIIle-
CTBY 3KOJIOTMYeCKMM IpaBoHapyieHmeM (“Stat’ia 42 Konstitutsii”
1993).° For these and other reasons, attendees expressed no confidence
in the leaders of the Lenskii district of Arkhangelsk region and demand-
ed their resignation at the first large rally, on August 26. The authorities
were also criticized for concealing and falsifying information about the
construction process.

The second aspect of the Shies project that aroused anger was that it
was planned for waste from Moscow. Residents of Arkhangelsk region
described feeling disrespected and even humiliated by the project, and
posed the question of why they were being treated worse than Musco-
vites. The protesters complained that MbI 1M ele aTMa3pl OTIIpaBsAeM,
a OHU HaM OTIpaBIAIT cBoe fepbMo (Gorbacheva 2019b).” They also
wondered why the capital, given all of the taxes it received from the
regions, could not afford to store its own waste (or better, recycle and
process it).

The participants of the anti-Shies campaign spoke of internal colo-
nization in Russia; Moscow, the idea went, treated them as a colony. The
poster below voiced a popular sentiment: MockBa—He MeTPOIIONN,
Apxanrenbckas obmactb—He komoHus!® On the map, one can see
how small Moscow is compared to Arkhangelsk region and Russia as a
whole. Yet it was the capital that dictated its will to everyone else.

6 “Everyone should have the right to a favorable environment, reliable information
about its state, and for a restitution of damage inflicted on their health and property
by ecological transgressions” (“Constitution of the Russian Federation” 1993).

“We are even sending them diamonds, and they send their crap to us.”
8 “Moscow is not a metropole, and Arkhangelsk region is not a colony!”
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Figure 1: Rally in Arkhangelsk, May 19, 2019. Photograph by Kirill luras (used with per-
mission)

Who Is to Blame and How to Help?

The protesters came up with a number of strategies for fighting the
construction, as observed in the prognostic framing category. The activ-
ists believed that a large and geographically wide mobilization against
the landfill would reach federal media and thus lead the authorities to
reconsider the project. This was their reason for organizing all-Russia
protest days in 2018-2020. At every step, the coordinators of the pro-
tests actively engaged with journalists from all over Russia and even
abroad, and took every chance to publicize their movement. For exam-
ple, when a prominent activist, Andrei Borovikov, was prosecuted in
September 2019, he gave many interviews to the domestic as well as the
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foreign press, which he believed would help to promote the movement.?

In October 2019, a year after the first protests in Severodvinsk and
Arkhangelsk, the goals of the protesters included not only the termina-
tion of the Shies project and the import of waste from other regions, but
also a ban on all interregional shipment of unsorted waste. In addition,
they demanded a new approach to waste management at the federal lev-
el. Here we see the expansion of the protesters’ goals from the local and
regional to the national level.

Resolutions passed at protests across the region usually called for
the resignation of Governor Orlov as well as others in positions of local
power. However, Pomot’e ne pomoika intentionally avoided taking on
the central authorities, in order to include larger groups of the popu-
lation in the protests, who might be frightened or reluctant to directly
oppose the country’s leaders. Additionally, the resolutions demanded
investigation of regional bureaucrats and organizations responsible for
initiating the construction. After almost a year of protests, the residents
of Arkhangelsk region spoke out against the repression of protesters.
They called for an investigation into conflicts between private security
guards and Shies observers, and for those responsible for the violence to
be held accountable. After the start of the waste reform,”® an increasing
number of posters criticized its execution.

According to activists, regional authorities had approved construc-
tion because they did not in fact represent the interests of residents—a
result of the absence of fair elections at the municipal and regional (to
say nothing of the federal) level. The activists tried to solve this prob-
lem by electing their own governor. Businessman and protester Oleg
Mandrykin was selected as the Stop Shies candidate. Yet, in the end, he

9 Borovikov was charged under the so-called Dadin article, or Article 212.1 of the
Criminal Code, named after the activist II’dar Dadin, who had repeatedly violat-
ed established procedure for holding public events, becoming the first person to
whom the article had been applied, in 2015. Borovikov became the third person to
be charged under this article.

10 On January 1, 2019, a waste reform began in Russia. By this time, all regions with
the exception of St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Russian-occupied Sevastopol, were
required to formulate a regional waste management scheme and select a regional
operator, who would be responsible for waste management in the region, including
the creation of new waste infrastructure. The waste reform did not start on time
and most regions did not have enough resources to build the necessary infrastruc-
ture. Thus, waste tariffs increased significantly, causing widespread dissatisfaction
among the population.
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did not appear on the ballot given the formidable barriers to registering
opposition candidates.

Especially in the first year of the protests, activists appealed directly
to Putin to cancel the project. Indeed, in the past, the Russian presi-
dent had personally ordered the closing of landfills in response to public
pleas (“Putin rasporiadilsia” 2017). However, over the course of the pro-
tests, many of the people with whom I spoke became disillusioned with
Putin and the political system as a whole. Their faith in Putin decreased
as they became more familiar with the attitude of the local and federal
authorities. Finally, the protesters believed that cancelling one landfill
project would not solve the overall problem of waste management. Thus,
they demanded change of the entire system, including separate waste
collection and recycling not only in the region but across the country.

Protest Growth

The last core framing task, motivational framing, deals with the images
and words that activists use to encourage others to join a protest. Here
I identify three frequently used and powerful images: homeland, future
generations, and the Great Patriotic War. The most frequent frame is
that the North, and Shies in particular, are namra sems,” which needs
to be defended (Ekologicheskoe dvizhenie 42 2020). Another common
protest slogan refers to protecting the land and air for future genera-
tions.

It is notable how frequently Shies protesters employed Second World
War symbols. For example, the protesters’ camp at the construction site
was called Leningrad, and one of the activists’ checkpoints nearby—the
Brest Fortress (Nevskaia 2019). Moreover, when protesters realized that
the original name for their movement, Svobodnyi sever (Free North),
would be abbreviated as ss (Cyrillic CC) (which also stands for the ss,
or Schutzstaffel, the Nazi paramilitary organization), they adopted a
new name: Pomor’e ne pomoika. The activists often called Shies mamr
Cramuurpan® and compared the environmental costs of the landfill
with the bombing of Hiroshima (Ekologicheskoe dvizhenie 42 2020).
They also claimed that it was their duty to protect their land just as their
fathers had during the war (see fig. 2 below). The poster includes the

11 “ourland”
12 “our Stalingrad”
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phrase popguHoIt He TOprylo,” repeating the famous words of General
Karbyshev in the Second World War. In the case of Shies, use of the war
trope meant that the protesters had higher morals than those who had
signed the construction agreement.

Monorey
L SAUUTUA!
\ Mo aonr
COXPAHUTS !
YUCTY0 3EMAR
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YUCTBIE PEK) Pl
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o N Dol §
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Figure 2: Rally in Severodvinsk, September 22, 2019. Photograph by Aleksandr Bobylev
(used with permission)

These images indeed invoked strong feelings and reminded people of
the values that were under threat because of the Shies project. The co-
ordinators spoke of these frames in the interviews, but they are more
prevalent in interviews with activists and are visible on protest plac-
ards. In these images, we see the crystallization of the amplification
mechanism—an increase in the salience of core values and/or beliefs of
the movement (Snow et al. 1986; Snow, Vliegenthart & Ketelaars 2019).
However, I find that the main motivating mechanism the coordinators
used was frame extension, including issues that could attract wider au-
diences (Snow et al. 1986; Snow, Vliegenthart & Ketelaars 2019). In the
next section, I discuss how this frame extension resulted in the protest’s
elevation to the national level.

13 “Idon’t trade my Motherland”
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Frame Expansion

Research on environmental movements has established that to shift
from a local portrayal of an environmental issue, activists must move
away from NIMByism and make their grievance relatable for the wider
population (Leonard 2011). In a study of anti-incineration campaigns in
the United States, Walsh, Warland, and Smith (1993, 1997) conclude that
local campaigns managed to grow to a nationwide movement through
successful bridging of anti-incineration and different frames. In addi-
tion, early frame extension that could engage a broader cross section of
a population was found to be of the utmost importance for the success
of an environmental movement.

Protest coordinators and activists not only showed how the Shies
landfill affected the whole Barents region and criticized the national
waste management system; they also focused on regional inequality.
In so doing, Pomor’e ne pomoika coordinators appealed to all residents
of Arkhangelsk region, and of more regions besides, thus making the
movement more visible and, they believed, more likely that they would
achieve their goal and stop construction at Shies. They resorted to the
use of the environmental injustice frame. They worked on transforming
the issue of a locally unwanted landfill into a structural problem—the
unjust distribution of environmental grievances in the Russian Feder-
ation.

Environmental (In)justice

The environmental injustice frame is often used by researchers to ex-
plain mobilization against phenomena that have negative environmen-
tal consequences (Sherman 2011; Rootes 2009; Walker 2012). In fact,
the environmental justice movement first started as a reaction to the
waste problem: the term “environmental justice” was coined when it
was revealed that Black communities in the United States were often
discriminated against during the selection of sites for hazardous or lo-
cally unwanted facilities such as landfills (Sherman 2011).

In general, residents of Arkhangelsk region found the decision
to construct a landfill for Moscow waste at Shies station to be unjust
(Chmel’, Klimova & Mitrokhina 2020). Coordinators and activists
whom I interviewed all claimed that they would have protested even if
the landfill was for Arkhangelsk regional waste, but acknowledged that
the fact that the site was for Moscow refuse only increased their an-
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ger. During my fieldwork, people often spoke of a gorged Russian cap-
ital that did not really care about the regions, the North in particular.
Thus, it can be argued that people in Pomor’e felt relatively neglected.
Summing up recent developments in relative deprivation theory, van
Zomeren, Postmes, and Spears (2008) point out that individual-based
deprivation is not sufficient for collective action, but when one group
develops the sense that they are being discriminated against, they may
mobilize against this unfairness. In the case of Shies, the protesters ex-
perienced environmental injustice when policies and practices related
to environmental decision-making, distribution of benefits, and neg-
ative effects were implemented on the basis of socioeconomic factors,
geography, and so on (Newton 2009). Shies protesters said that while
Moscow received environmental benefits, the regions were forced to
carry the environmental and social burdens of the center’s excessive
consumption. Environmental justice is one of the few master frames
of social movements (Benford ¢ Snow 2000), and this frame is visible
in the Shies protest. The protests started just after construction of the
landfill began—right after the first trees were cut to make way for the
project. Thus, the Shies case is an example of prospective environmental
injustice, a concept proposed by Irina Velicu (2020).

The frame of opposition to landfilling was successfully conflated
with the environmental injustice frame—the frame that appealed to a
wider cross section of the region’s population. In the case of Shies, all
three concepts of justice were present (Walker 2012). First, distributive
justice is evident in mentions of tax revenues sent by the region to the
federal center, as well as of what it gets in return. Second, justice as rec-
ognition is also relevant here, as Arkhangelsk residents express a feeling
of disrespect and humiliation given that a landfill for Moscow waste
was planned for their community. Third, procedural justice arises when
protesters claim that residents of the region were not consulted before
construction started, and that the hearings that were conducted were
falsified.

To summarize previous research, George Towers (2000) found three
explanations of why local activists opposing land-use projects employed
the concept of environmental justice: 1) the historical record, exempli-
fied by U.S. social rights movements; 2) the personal transformative
experience of activists, who realize by way of their campaigns that en-
vironmental grievances stem from a structural lack of democracy; and
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3) networking with other groups fighting for similar causes. Towers then
adds an original explanation: in some cases, use of the environmental
justice frame is dictated by activists’ strategic response to existing siting
procedures. Towers suggests that movement coordinators should tailor
their framings to the geographical scale at which a given contest oc-
curs, and that limiting a movement to a single scale negatively affects
the chances of success. This way, for example, proponents of a contest-
ed construction might cast their opponents as selfish and concerned
only about their immediate surroundings, and thus label them N1MBY.
In contrast, the use of environmental justice can counter allegations of
NIMBYism and widen support for a given movement by expanding its
geographic focus.

The second explanation can also be applied to the Pomor’e ne pomoi-
ka movement. As they revealed to me, the coordinators hoped that by
participating in the movement, residents would gradually evolve from
passive to active citizens, who fought for their civil and political rights.
However, they felt that an openly oppositional agenda that blamed the
Russian political regime for Shies would only alienate most of their po-
tential supporters, who might not be ready for an anti-regime agenda.
Therefore, the coordinators opted for a more organic approach, and
strategically chose the frame of environmental injustice to attract resi-
dents of other regions, showing their solidarity with the protesters and
thus elevating the issue to the national level.

Conclusion

The Shies campaign could have remained a NIMBY protest. However,
NIMBY activism usually remains localized; opponents may easily defend
themselves against the claims of such protesters, by claiming that the
activists ignore the greater good of the region and instead pursue selfish
interests. In the case of Shies, the coordinators and activists succeeded
in countering the NIMBY frame with an environmental injustice frame.
They argued that the project endangered not only nearby residents,
but potentially the whole Barents region and even beyond. They also
argued that Shies was the result of an unequal relationship between
center and periphery, and used anti-Moscow sentiment in the regions
to their advantage. What is more, their demands were not limited to
closing the Shies project alone; they targeted Russia’s entire system of
waste management and welcomed additional environmental solutions
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to the waste-management problem. The slogans and images used by the
protesters seemed to resonate with the population’s values and beliefs,
which resulted in unprecedented turnout at rallies and demonstrations
across the region. Shies itself became a resonant frame: it is now not only
a railway station in the Russian North, but a social phenomenon—and
it is spreading widely. For example, a Shies-2 tent camp was organized
in Kazan’ in late 2019, where activists began a protest against construc-
tion of an incinerator (Bakin 2019).

Naturally, the victory at Shies was the result of many factors. The
coordinators have argued that a number of phenomena, including
center-region relations and regional social capital, were responsible
for their success. We might also point to different levels of democracy
among Russia’s regions and other regional specifics (Remington 2010)
when explaining why, for example, the Mikhali protest in Kaluga region
was small-scale and unsuccessful while the Shies movement succeeded.
It should be noted that all of the coordinators of Pomor’e ne pomoika
worked for—or used to work for—Naval’nyi’s headquarters in Arkhan-
gelsk. They stated that their experience with Naval’nyi was invaluable,
having taught them a great deal about protest organization, public re-
lations (including with the police and media), and legal issues. Some
explained that they had wanted to start the Pomor’e ne pomoika move-
ment because they were worried about the landfill and knew that they
had enough resources and knowledge to organize a large movement.
Perhaps equally important was that the coordinators had a firm belief
from the very beginning that they would win; in the interviews, they ex-
pressed the importance of this conviction for the protest’s success. They
suggested that what distinguished their campaign from its counterpart
in Kaluga region was their belief in eventual victory, a belief that Kaluga
activists lacked.

In this chapter, I have tried to show what distinguished the Shies
protests from similar campaigns. Well-chosen frames played an im-
portant role in participants’ mobilization and eventual success; the en-
vironmental (in)justice frame is especially crucial in this regard. Shies
was not the first landfill project against which people in Arkhangelsk
region protested. In 2017, citizens of Severodvinsk and nearby areas
mobilized against the Rikasikha landfill, which was to be created for
the inter-municipal waste of Arkhangelsk, Severodvinsk, Novodvinsk,
and two municipal districts. The first rally against construction of the
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landfill was organized in July 2018 (Varenik 2018) by the same organ-
izer who later would become a founder of Pomor’e ne pomoika. After a
series of protests, petitions, and public hearings—on the wave of the
anti-Shies campaign—the authorities decided to build the landfill else-
where (“Aleksei Alsuf’ev: ‘mezhmunitsipal’nogo™ 2019). However, the
campaign against Rikasikha was confined to the north of Arkhangelsk
region and in general was smaller than the protests against Shies.

As regards the success of Pomor’e ne pomoika, it could be that the
people of Arkhangelsk are an anomaly, and will not tolerate injustice.
When I asked the activists why they thought the Shies protests were so
successful, they told me that Northerners have always been free. They
had not lived under the Mongol yoke, had never experienced serfdom,
and during the Soviet era, political prisoners exiled to labor camps
and special settlements in the North often remained in Pomor’e after
release. Still, it is clear that the anti-Shies movement understood the
importance of utilizing social capital, anti-center resentment, and the
sense of relative deprivation in the northern regions. In so doing, the
movement skillfully framed the campaign in a way that created a large
coalition, and Pomor’e ne pomoika succeeded as a result.
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Post-Soviet Filmic Depictions of the
Semipalatinsk Nuclear Tests

Maria Hristova

“CHERNOBYL is a household word. Why have so few people heard of
Hanford and Maiak? How could these sites of slow-motion disaster be
considered by their residents to be so lovely and desirable?” (Brown
2013, 3). These are the driving questions in Kate Brown’s book Pluto-
pia, a comparative study of the centers of plutonium production in the
United States and the Soviet Union in the post-World War 11 period.
The author’s query may be extended to include all nuclear-related in-
dustries and testing sites, especially in the former Soviet Union, such as
the Semipalatinsk (Semei) region, where 456 nuclear bombs were tested
between 1949 and 1989.! While a great deal of post-Stalinist fiction and
non-fiction was devoted to natural resource management and preserva-
tion, Semipalatinsk was absent from the Soviet cultural landscape until
the founding of the Nevada-Semipalatinsk Anti-Nuclear Movement in
1989.2 As a result of the movement’s efforts, the Sempalatinsk testing site
was shut down in 1991 and the region quickly faded into international
obscurity once again, even though radioactive waste will continue to

1 The term nuclear as well as atomic refers to the development of atomic fission and
fusion in the post-World War 11 period. As Paul Williams explains, atomic was
more widely used until the 1950s, after which nuclear became the preferred term, as
nuclear weapons were being developed that were not atomic in nature; an example
is the hydrogen bomb (Williams 2011, 20). For the purposes of this paper, however,
I use the terms atomic and nuclear interchangeably, as the initial detonations be-
tween 1949 and 1953 in the Semipalatinsk region were atomic bomb tests.

2 When referring to sites such as Semipalatinsk and Chernobyl, I have chosen to use
the Soviet/Russian names, as this chapter is devoted to an analysis of films set in the
Soviet period and cites critical texts that use these names.
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affect the area and its population for thousands of years.?

To better understand how post-Soviet cultures engage with environ-
mental themes in general and nuclear pollution in particular, this chap-
ter examines three post-2000 films that deal with the destructive im-
pact of state-approved nuclear testing: Satybaldy Narymbetov’s Leila’s
Prayer (Kyz zhylagan, 2002), Rustem Abdrashev’s A Gift for Stalin (Po-
darok Stalinu, 2008), and Aleksandr Kott’s The Test (Ispytanie, 2014).
While all three works are set at roughly the same time—during the
early testing at Semipalatinsk—their treatments of the nuclear theme
differ significantly.

To gauge the extent to which these works can be seen as part of a
global environmental turn in culture, I use Vladimir Kaganskii’s (1999)
work, which conceptualizes environmental art as discourse disruption.
Based on this definition, I argue that the nuclear theme in post-Soviet
film is gradually moving from the late Soviet environmental turn to-
ward a more anthropocentric worldview. Narymbetov’s Leila’s Prayer
engages the most explicitly with nuclear testing’s devastating effect on
the environment through extensive use of atomic bomb stock footage.
The documentary shots are inserted throughout the film, disrupting
both the narrative and visual continuity. Abdrashev’s A Gift for Stalin
moves away from the environmental implications of nuclear testing
by placing the atomic bomb scene at the very end. While it is also a
montage of stock footage, the scene’s timing and larger scene sequence
present the explosion as a symbol of state failure that impacts the hu-
man characters above all. Finally, Kott’s The Test turns away from both
the political and environmental implications of nuclear testing by using
highly aestheticized special effects that render the atomic bomb a cata-
clysmic event beyond human understanding, akin to an exploding sun.

Framing Nuclear Power and Its Representation on Screen

Until the Chernobyl disaster, most Soviet citizens were unaware of the
full extent of the dangers associated with working in the nuclear in-
dustry and of the insufficient safety measures at atomic and plutonium
plants. Any such knowledge was limited to a small number of people,
usually in top administrative positions, and most medical study results

3 The waning of anti-nuclear activism in the post-Soviet period is examined in detail
by Dawson (1996).
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on radiation exposure were skewed or never publicized.* Gorbachev’s
policy of glasnost, combined with the global impact of the Chernobyl
explosion, opened up a discursive space where public figures, politicians,
writers, and film directors could redefine their relationship to the sur-
rounding world. The Nevada-Semipalatinsk Anti-Nuclear Movement,
in particular, initiated in Kazakhstan by the poet Olzhas Suleimenov,
inspired a number of environmentally themed works across the former
Soviet Union by writers and poets such as Bakhtyzhan Kanapianov, Li-
ubov’ Sirota, and Nobel-prize winner Svetlana Aleksievich. However,
after the successful closure of the so-called Polygon and the dissolution
of the Soviet Union, attention to the long-term consequences of nuclear
waste, including radiation, has virtually disappeared. The one excep-
tion is the Chernobyl disaster, which periodically reappears in both
post-Soviet and Western popular culture, as evidenced by the recent
eponymous HBO series and its Russian feature film equivalent produced
by Danila Kozlovskii.

To better understand the significance and paradoxical invisibility
of the nuclear theme in post-Soviet cultures, it is important to keep in
mind the largely anthropocentric Soviet attitude towards nature, shaped
in the 1920s and 1930s by such influential thinkers as Maksim Gor’kiis
For most of the Soviet period, the surrounding world was depicted
as a beautiful, resource-rich, but often hostile environment, meant to
be transformed into a paradise on Earth through human labor.® Such

4 As Brown demonstrates in Plutopia, most funds allocated to the production of
plutonium were diverted to creating an elite closed community rather than to im-
proving safety measures or limiting pollution. Moreover, doctors studied exposure
effects only in those workers who were often the most protected from toxic sub-
stances (Brown 2013). Similarly, the inhabitants of the Semipalatinsk region were
not informed about what exactly was taking place, becoming aware of long-term
health consequences only during glasnost’ in the late 1980s. Any studies of nuclear
testing’s effects on humans and livestock were highly classified and even now are
almost impossible to obtain (Toptayeva 2018; Werner & Purvis-Roberts 2007).

5 Maksim Gor’kii had a deeply ambivalent attitude towards nature. He admired the
beauty of the natural world; at the same time, however, he resented its power over
human life and believed in the need to harness the natural elements for the benefit
of humanity. Some of his most influential pronouncements about nature include
such phrases as “praise of nature is praise of a despot” (Gor’kii 1953, 180).

6 The depiction of nature in the Soviet period extends and builds on existing nine-
teenth-century themes. The works of such writers as Mikhail Prishvin, Konstantin
Paustovskii, Efim Dorosh, and Valentin Rasputin echo in many ways the poetic
visions of Sergei Aksakov, Ivan Turgenev, and Leo Tolstoi. However, overall, Soviet
authors did not often deviate from a fundamentally anthropocentric worldview in
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thinking was also embodied in industrial and agricultural policies that
encouraged human-driven transformation of the natural world with
little regard for their long-term environmental impact.” While a height-
ened awareness of environmental problems developed gradually in the
Khrushchev and Brezhnev eras, preservation efforts were still habitual-
ly framed in an anthropocentric way, emphasizing the industrial cost of
such issues as deforestation and water pollution.®

This attitude towards the surrounding world as the passive back-
ground for social development extended to the nuclear program. It was
further compounded by the government’s disregard for people’s health
and livelihood in areas where nuclear pollution was likely to occur. Due
to the nuclear industry’s secret status, very little theoretical work has
been done in assessing how atomic testing was represented in the cul-
tural sphere. Iurii Kagramanov’s (1988) monograph was one of the few
Soviet works that touched on the subject. His analysis, however, was
limited to what he perceived as Western eschatological culture driving
contemporary nuclearism. More recently, Maksim Kaziuchitz (2020)
has explored how Soviet scientists were represented onscreen in the
1960s and 1970s, including in several films that examine the difficult
moral choices facing nuclear physicists.

In contrast, in Western scholarship, a plethora of works focus on
nuclear bomb film representation. Specifically, a number of scholars
examine the relationship between trauma, politics, colonialism, and
the atomic bomb in Japanese film (Shibata 2018; Edwards 2015; Brod-
erick 1991, 1996; Shapiro 2001). As regards American culture, scholars
analyze the so-called A-bomb films for ideological messages, as well as
through the lens of critical race theory (Biskind 1983; Lifton and Mitch-
ell 1995; Williams 2011). To summarize, the majority of critical works
by Japanese and American scholars focus on the bomb as a weapon of
war or on post-apocalyptic scenarios.

which the human being’s duty was to exploit natural resources, albeit responsibly.

7 Khrushchev’s wide-ranging agricultural reforms, especially the 1954 Virgin Lands
campaign, resulted in environmental disasters such as widespread soil erosion. For
a more general and detailed overview of Soviet environmental policies and atti-
tudes towards the natural world, see Brain (2010), Bolotova (2004), Ziegler (1987),
and Pryde (1972).

8 One famous example of Soviet environmentalism couched in terms of industrial
and human losses is the Lake Baikal campaign. For a detailed account, see Breyfo-
gle (2015).
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The representation of nuclear bombs in post-Soviet cultures, how-
ever, is distinct from its Western counterparts and calls for a different
scholarly approach. It is more appropriate to talk about films and litera-
ture that focus on atomic testing rather than on the actual atomic bomb
as a foreign weapon of destruction. This difference partially explains
the dearth of both primary works and critical texts in the Soviet and
post-Soviet contexts. There is a similar lack of Western cultural produc-
tion dedicated to discussing nuclear testing conducted by the United
States, France, and the United Kingdom in the post-World War 11 pe-
riod.

The works examined in this article deal with Soviet domestic nuclear
testing and its consequences rather than with foreign threats, industrial
pollution, or other forms of radioactivity. Since the testing at Semipa-
latinsk was state mandated rather than the result of a foreign invasion
or accident, this topic has emerged in the post-Soviet period as deeply
contentious. Open acknowledgement of the devastating effects of radi-
ation on the general population would require a form of recompense,
presumably from Russia. In this context, Kazakhstan’s position aligns
to an extent with that of the Pacific Island nations unknowingly subject-
ed to American, British, and French atomic testing. Conversly, Russia’s
role—inherited from the Soviet Union—is akin to that of the imperial
powers that initiated such testing. Tellingly, a recent Russian television
series, The Bomb (Bomba, 2020), drawing on the book Russia’s Atomic
Heart (Atomnoe serdtse Rossii), details the history of the Soviet atomic
industry in an overwhelmingly positive light (Entiakov, Nosach ¢ No-
voselov 2014). The series focuses on the initial stages of the Soviet nucle-
ar program and the heroic self-sacrifice of the scientists who worked on
developing the bomb. The need for nuclear military power is presented
as the only defense against the horrors visited on Japan by the United
States. The final scene shows the first atomic detonation in Semipalat-
insk from the point of view of Russian scientists and political elites, who
rejoice at their success. In contrast, a recent television series produced
in Kazakhstan, Polygon (Poligon 2020), focuses on the last days of the
nuclear testing program, highlighting ethnic Kazakhs’ heroic efforts to
fight against the soulless Russians in charge of the program. These com-
peting views of the program highlight nuclear testing’s politicized role.
For the Russian Federation, the atomic bomb symbolizes national sov-
ereignty for Russia, the Soviet Union’s de facto heir. At present, nucle-
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ar-related public discourse is overwhelmingly positive, focusing on the
so-called peaceful atom and framing nuclear energy as environmen-
tally cleaner than fossil fuel® Nuclear power has also recently become
a barganing chip in international conflicts.® In Kazakhstan, public
discussions of nuclear power are more nuanced, often questioning the
need for new nuclear plants, doubting Russia’s motivations for offering
to help with the development of nuclear technologies, and evoking neg-
ative memories of the Soviet period, particularly the long-lasting harm
caused by atomic bomb testing."

Environmental Crisis

Before I turn to the three case studies, let me clarify the terms and
frameworks I use to analyze representations of nuclear bombs on screen.
In this chapter, I use the terms environmentalism, ecologism, and their
derivatives interchangeably. My interpretation of these words is based
on Baxter (1999) and Smith (1998), who suggest these concepts decenter
human viewpoints and focus on the nonhuman world. In other words, I
differentiate among the films under discussion based on their degrees of
anthropocentricity: the less attention a work dedicates to the environ-
mental effects of nuclear power, the more anthropocentric it is.

When discussing the environmental nature of a film my analysis is
informed by Vladimir Kaganskii’s work. Echoing Felix Guattari’s idea
that “ecological crisis can be traced to a more general crisis of the so-
cial, political and existential” (Guattari 1995, 119), Kaganskii defines
environmental crisis as a cultural phenomenon. In his essay “Ecological
Crisis: Cultural Phenomenon and Myth,” Kaganskii states that nace-
JIeHNe pearnpyeT He Ha oOlljee COCTOAHUE OKPY>KaIOIell CPefibl ¥ eTo
U3MEHEeHNs, HO Ha CUTYalMI0 HeCOOTBETCTBUSA MEXHY HEKOTOPBIM
npezcrasieHreM (06pazom) 06 0c060M, MapKMPOBAHHOM COCTOSTHUM

9 In 2010, Vladimir Putin proclaimed nuclear energy as the only alternative to oil
and gas (“Putin: iadernaia energetika” 2010). In 2021, he also approved an increase
in financing the development of nuclear technologies (“Putin odobril ideiu” 2021).

10 Shortly before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Vladimir Putin announced his inten-
tion to mobilize Russia’s nuclear weapons (Aksenov 2022).

11 Forced to seek alternative energy sources, the Kazakhstani president, as well as a
number of experts, echoed Vladimir Putin’s idea that nuclear energy is the only
source of predictably cheap electricity (Liapunov 2021; Turysbekova 2022). How-
ever, in Kazakhstan, the proposal to build a nuclear plant on Lake Balkash has
met with some resistance, sparking public debates (Alkhabaev 2021; Turysbekova
2022).
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OKPY>KaIoIleil CpeJibl 11 AUCCOHUPYIOLIell ¢ HUM peanbHOCTbIo (Kagan-
skii 1999). In other words, according to Kaganskii, the idea of an eco-
logical crisis is a culturally shaped perception, independent of the actual
state of the sourrounding world. He emphasizes that the people most
concerned with the environment are usually those in rich or relatively
well-to-do societies, whereas those who suffer the most from pollution
or the destruction of their environment, such as farmers in the former
Soviet republics, are relatively indifferent to ecological concerns. What
is more, the “ecological ideal,” or the conception of what the environ-
ment should be like, is not homogeneous or universal. The very idea of
environmental crisis is, in fact, a clash of cultural norms.

Building on Kaganskii’s idea, I suggest that the depiction of ecolog-
ical crisis is a means of opening up a discursive space to question the
status quo. The importance of narrative for identifying, framing, and
representing environmental crisis has already been recognized in such
works as Global Ecologies and the Environmental Humanities, where
Dipesh Chakrabarty claims that “success in developing a globally con-
certed response to the climate crisis [...] will depend on the degree to
which we can tell stories that we can all agree on” (Chakrabarty 2015,
xiv). Following this paradigm, I examine Leila’s Prayer, A Gift to Stalin,
and The Test based on their ability to create a narrative disruption show-
casing environmental problems independently from human suffering.

Atomic Bombs as Narrative Disruptions: Leila’s Prayer

One of the earliest post-Soviet depictions of nuclear testing is the 2002
Kazakh film Leila’s Prayer by director Satybaldy Narymbetov. The film’s
beginning, its dedication to Oraz Rimzhanov, and use of stock footage
highlight the connection between Leila’s Prayer and the nuclear testing
cinema of the transition period.” The script is based on Roza Mukano-
va’s story and eponymous play, “Angel with a Devil’s Face” (“Mangilik
balabeine,” 1997)." In Leila’s Prayer, Narymbetov builds on the universal

12 “The population reacts not to the general environmental conditions and their
changes, but to a certain dissonance between a marked image of the surrounding
world and reality.” (All English translations are mine.)

13 Oraz Rymzhanov (1946-2001) was a prominent director and public figure who
shot several documentaries about Semipalatinsk in the late 1980s and early 1990s,
often in collaboration with Sergei Shafir. Their best-known work of that period is
The Polygon (Poligon, 1991), which received Kazakhstan’s State Award in 1992.

14 Mukanova’s short story is titled “Angel with a Devil’s Face” and was inspired by a
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message of the Nevada-Semipalatinsk Anti-Nuclear Movement, whose
platform emphasized the global danger of nuclear pollution.” He blends
local and Western cultural elements to emphasize how interconnected
the world is. Moreover, Narymbetov creates narrative dissonance, both
on the visual and plot levels, by inserting stock black-and-white explo-
sion footage throughout the film.

Leila’s Prayer takes place in a small village, located close to the test-
ing site. In the early 1960s, the locals have no understanding of what is
happening next door and how it impacts their lives. Despite the earth-
quakes, physical disabilities, sickness and death, the villagers continue
living their lives, shaped by love, ambition, jealousy, and rage, not re-
alizing how little time they have left. At the film’s beginning, Leila, an
orphan girl, is fourteen and lives with her aunt. Leila is very beautiful,
but lame and known as a “holy fool.” She is in love with a local young
man, Kumar, who presumably takes advantage of her before going off
to the army. A few months later, Leila finds out she is pregnant and at-
tempts suicide. She is saved by a local handicapped man, who is in love
with her, but in her grief and anger Leila calls him “an abomination,”
prompting his own failed attempt at drowning. Soon after, the girl’s
aunt, along with many other villagers, dies from a “mysterious” illness,
so Leila ends up completely alone and a single mother at fifteen. The
film ends with Leila holding her son and praying for all of humanity.

The village in this movie is very much ethnically Kazakh: the peo-
ple speak mostly in Kazakh, an old woman prays all day long, a young
girl practices traditional dancing, a local man plays traditional music.
Modernity and Soviet power come in the shape of the military who are
there to covertly examine the population or relocate it to a safer place
during the actual testing, but without revealing what is really going on.
In this way, the Russian-speaking Soviet authorities are implicated in

newspaper photograph of a fourteen-year-old girl who looked to be seven. In 1996,
an eponymous play was first performed at the Kazakh Academic Theatre. The film
significantly departs from the original work, in which Leila’s beauty is destroyed by
radiation, but she is still loved and respected by the male protagonist, Kumar. Addi-
tionally, in the story she dies, whereas in the film she becomes a mother. In an inter-
view, Mukanova claims that Narymbetov prefers metaphors and sharper conflicts
than she does, and that Leila’s humiliation in the film is symbolic of the destruction
wrought by the Polygon on the land. According to Mukanova, the film’s parting
message is one of hope for rebirth and resurrection (“Roza Mukanova” 2008).

15 For an overview of the movement and its message, see Toptayeva (2018) and Schatz
(2011).
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the gradual destruction of the Kazakh communities in Semipalatinsk.

There are two nuclear explosions shown in the film. They are visual-
ly distinct from the rest of the movie due to being stock documentary
footage. These two scenes are juxtaposed to the poetic depiction of na-
ture in the rest of the film. The first explosion (see Fig. 1) is followed by
an idyllic scene by the river where Leila innocently plays, surrounded
by pristine nature (see Fig. 2). This montage warns that the peaceful life
taking place in the Semipalatinsk region will soon disappear. The use of
this type of montage in the middle of the film also signifies the disrup-
tion and destruction created by the testing, both at the visual and narra-
tive levels. The color scenes are interrupted by black and white footage,
mirroring the way that the villagers’ lives are disrupted and eventually
ended by the atomic bombs.

Figure 1: An atomic bomb explosion in Leila’s Prayer
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Figure 2: An idyllic scene in Leila’s Prayer

A second explosion is shown in the last quarter of the film, also as
low-quality black-and-white documentary footage. The “mushroom” is
accompanied with shots of broken trees, ailing or dead animals, and
burning fields. In the space of a few moments the beautiful steppe turns
from Paradise into Hades. This technique creates a crisis of awareness,
as hypothesized by Kaganskii. The documentary black-and-white shots
remind the audience that these are real-life events, creating a sense of
uneasiness and horror.

Sacrifice Areas

In her essay “Let Them Drown,” about the historic social and economic
inequity underpinning environmental pollution, Naomi Klein brings
up the fact that in the post-World War 11 period American scientists
openly referred to certain parts of the country damaged by large-scale
human activity as “national sacrifice areas” (Klein 2016). In the 1970s,
this term was applied both to nuclear testing fallout areas and to coal
mines, as a way of indicating a perceived need to destroy certain zones
in the name of advancing national interests. Klein, additionally, high-
lights the connection between such places and specific social classes or
ethnic groups. Discussing the coal industry in the Appalachians, she
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theorizes that “turning all that coal into electricity required another
layer of othering too [...]. In North America, these are overwhelmingly
communities of colour [...] forced to carry the toxic burden of our col-
lective addiction to fossil fuels, with markedly higher rates of respira-
tory illnesses and cancers” (Klein 2016). Klein’s idea of othering echoes
such similar concepts as “disposable people” and “dispensable citizens,”
describing the experiences of underprivileged groups in India, France,
and the United States, whose interests and voices are disregarded in fa-
vor of institutional or corporate interests.® In other words, regardless of
their nationality, certain groups are deemed disposable based on their
ethnicity, gender, or social status.

Similarly, race and ethnicity played a key role in the Soviet state’s neg-
ative attitude towards certain groups, especially during World War 11,
such as the Volga Germans, the Crimean Tatars, and the Chechens.
However, the way the Soviet population at large was (mis)managed did
not always depend on their identity, but rather on their geographic lo-
cation or economic status. The dekulakization and anti-religion cam-
paigns largely disregarded race and focused on cultural and socioeco-
nomic standing. Similarly, the areas around large industrial complexes
or the sites of agricultural campaigns became de facto sacrificial areas
meant to benefit the nation as a whole, albeit at the cost of the local
people’s quality of life.” Overall, the way Soviet authorities habitually
disregarded the human cost of advancing the state’s agenda, whether in
purging “enemies” of the state or building factories and plants, parallels
the idea of sacrificial groups.

At the beginning, Leila’s Prayer depicts the Soviet countryside as an
idyllic backdrop to the human-centered village life. This is in line with
the nineteenth-century and socialist realist artistic traditions of using
beautiful landscapes as a painting’s setting. However, in the airplane
shooting scene, Narymbetov decenters the anthropocentric worldview
and raises the idea of a sacrifice. When Leila is being flown to the hospi-

16 Kevin Bales uses the term “disposable people” when discussing the victims of var-
ious contemporary systems of slavery around the world (1999). Annu Jalais exam-
ines how Indian villagers are perceived as disposable when their interests conflict
with those of the protected Bengal tigers (2004).

17 In addition to Chernobyl and Semipalatinsk, most large industrial sites and plants
eventually led to the creation of sacrificial zones around them. See, for example, the
cities of Norilsk, Russia’s largest nickel and copper producer, and Dzerzhinsk, the
largest chemical production center.
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tal by the local general, she witnesses the Russian soldiers shooting at a
herd of animals from the airplane for no other reason than destructive
pleasure. This is a pointless hunt, as the airplane will not land to collect
the bodies. The meaningless sacrifice of the local wildlife symbolically
represents the equally irresponsible and needless sacrifice of the local
population ordered by the Moscow authorities. Eventually, the Rus-
sian general orders one of his soldiers, whose appearance marks him as
non-Slavic, to also shoot at the animals (see Fig. 3). This scene highlights
how disconnected those serving the state are from their environment,
which explains their willingness to destroy it. The soldiers are both lit-
erally and metaphorically out of touch with the land.

Figure 3: Military men shooting at animals from an airplane in Leila’s Prayer

Narymbetov further underlines the idea of sacrifice by documenting
the slow decline of Leila’s village. One by one, the villagers become sick
and die. This idea is further overlaid with the Christian motifs of re-
pentance, forgiveness, and resurrection. The film ends with the image
of Leila holding her newborn baby, which alludes to the Western tradi-
tion of depicting the Madonna and child.*® The image is superimposed
over an atomic “mushroom,” with Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s famous

18 Some of the most famous examples include works by Leonardo Da Vinci, Sandro
Botticelli, and Giulio Romano, as well as numerous Eastern Orthodox icons.
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“Requiem in D minor” (1791) playing in the background (see Fig. 4).
This collection of disparate cultural and visual elements is contextual-
ized by Leila’s prayer, which is coxpanmu >xureest Bceit 3emmu. AMUH.*
Through this final sequence, Narymbetov condemns nuclear testing,
but frames it as an environmental concern, having global impact both
on human lives and the surrounding world.

A Gift to Stalin: The Atomic Bomb as State Failure
When discussing representations of atomic bomb testing in post-Soviet
film, it is worth mentioning Rustem Abdrashev’s A Gift to Stalin, the
second film produced in Kazakhstan featuring a scene of atomic bomb
testing. Despite being chosen to open the Pusan International Film Fes-
tival in South Korea in 2008, the film has received mixed reviews (Mill-
er 2009). Abdrashev is better known for his later works, such as the film
series about Nursultan Nazarbaev’s life The Leader’s Way (Koshasshy
zholy, 2011-14) as well as the television series The Kazakh Khanate (Ka-
zak eli, 2017-).

A number of elements in A Gift to Stalin echo Leila’s Prayer, such
as the montage of stock bomb footage, idyllic landscapes, and the allu-
sion to the Mother of God iconography. Unlike Leila’s Prayer, however,

19 “Save all people on earth. Amen.”
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Abdrashev’s film minimizes the theme of environmental destruction
caused by atomic testing, focusing almost exclusively on human suf-
fering and death. Moreover, the film emphasizes national and ethnic
identities, rather than atomic testing. The nuclear theme serves to frame
the narrative and highlight state failure, rather than functioning as a
central motif or driving the plot. This shift in focus marks a turn in
Kazakh atomic bomb film representation away from transnational en-
vironmental consequences and closer towards an anthropocentric read-
ing of nuclear testing as a denouncement of the foreign and destructive
Soviet project.

The underrepresentation of environmental concerns in A Gift to Sta-
lin can partially be explained with structural issues. In 2005, the Ka-
zakhfilm studios underwent fundamental reorganization and became
a joint-stock company with the government as the biggest shareholder.
Scholars such as Rico Isaacs (2018) and Marlene Laruelle (2014, 2015)
argue that the increased interest and investment in cinema and televi-
sion on the part of the government comes, partially, as a response to a
more aggressive Russian foreign policy and signals a clear distancing
from the Soviet past and its legacies. According to Laruelle (2014), the
post-Soviet Kazakh identity is partially based on the idea of being a glo-
balized Eurasian culture that welcomes outsiders. A Gift to Stalin is one
of the first films produced within the new studio structure and is an
excellent illustration of this identity model. While the title alludes to the
nuclear program’s establishment in time for Stalin’s seventieth anniver-
sary, the film focuses primarily on the forced deportation of minorities
to Kazakhstan, showcasing how hospitable and accepting local Kazakhs
are to all newcomers. Nuclear bomb testing is alluded to several times,
but appears directly only at the very end.

The film script is based on Israeli writer David Markish’s reminis-
cences of his family’s deportation to and life in Kazakhstan during the
Stalinist period. MarKkish is also the narrator and plays the role of the
adult Sabyr or Sasha, who is at the plot’s center. In 1949, Sasha is deport-
ed with his grandfather to Kazakhstan. The old man dies on the way,
while the boy is miraculously saved by Kasym, a local Kazakh railroad
employee. Kasym informally adopts him and Sasha begins a new life in
a small village, where deportees from all over the Soviet Union coexist
peacefully together. Amidst the idyllic steppe, the boy witnesses insti-
tutional misuse of power, in the shape of the local Russian and Kazakh
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military and militia, as well as the initial stages of the Semipalatinsk
Polygon setup. Sasha is taken care of collectively by the villagers, includ-
ing Vera, a Russian woman, and Ezhik, a Polish doctor. On the day of
Vera and Ezhik’s wedding, the local militia man kills the doctor. He, in
turn, is murdered in revenge. Knowing reprisal is unavoidable, Kasym
sends Sasha away to Odessa. Eventually, the boy finds his way to Israel
where he grows up into an adult. At the film’s end, he finds out that the
villagers were killed by the atomic bomb tests.

Like in Leila’s Prayer, the bomb detonation is taken from stock
footage (see Fig. 5). It is different in color and resolution from the rest
of the film, bringing attention to its documentary nature. Unlike in
Narymbetov’s film, however, the explosion is almost an afterthought. It
serves as a final condemnation of the Stalinist regime, highlighting how
it sacrificed the very people that helped build it.

Figure 5: The atomic bomb detonation at the end of A Gift To Stalin

The idea of sacrifice is central to the film both as a concept and as a
practice. The local Muslim villagers practice ritual sacrifice of animals;
Sasha sacrifices his beloved pet goat in the hopes of bringing back his
parents; Vera sacrifices her body for others. And, ultimately, the state
sacrifices the village itself. While observing the Polygon being gradually
created through Sasha’s eyes, the narrator remarks, kakoe HeBulaHHOE
U CTpalllHOE )XEePTBOIIPUHOLIECHME TOTOBUTCS 31ech.> This phrase ech-

20 “What an unprecedented and terrible sacrifice is being prepared here.”
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oes Klein’s concept of sacrifice groups or marginalized populations in-
habiting sacrifice areas. Moreover, the selfless or ritual acts of individual
sacrifice performed by the villagers in order to survive or protect others
are juxtaposed to the state’s disregard for human life.

Slow Violence

In addition to the idea of sacrifice, A Gift to Stalin also illustrates Rob
Nixon’s (2011) concept of slow violence. In Slow Violence and the Envi-
ronmentalism of the Poor, Nixon argues that while invading a country
without provocation with traditional weapons is considered a crime,
“advocating invading [...] with mass forms of slow-motion toxicity [...]
requires rethinking our accepted assumptions of violence to include
slow violence” (Nixon 2011, 3). One of the book’s driving questions is
“how can we convert into image and narrative the disasters that are slow
moving and long in the making, disasters that are anonymous and that
star nobody, disasters that are attritional and of indifferent interest to
the sensation-driven technologies of our image-world?” (Nixon 2011, 3).
This question is central to A Gift to Stalin. The film’s long chronological
span, from the late Stalinist era to the present day, attempts to make
visible the slow violence of sacrificing the area around Semipalatinsk
to the Soviet goals of winning the nuclear arms race. The protagonist
revisits the village several decades later to find all its inhabitants dead
and buried, presumably because of the direct impact of the bomb and
the slow-acting side effects of radiation. However, this central moment
comes at the film’s end and is overshadowed by the rest of the narrative.
The atomic bomb in the film does not draw attention to its slow violence
or environmental implications, but rather takes on a symbolic signifi-
cance. The aftermath of nuclear testing is only hinted at by a shot of the
village graveyard, where all the remaining inhabitants are interred. The
environment in which the plot takes place is of little significance, except
as an idyllic setting meant to highlight the contrast with the less-than-
perfect human existence. The focus is on Stalin’s betrayal of his people
and the inherently corrupt and dehumanizing Soviet system.

The Bomb as Equalizer: The Test
Aleksandr Kott’s The Test is the most recent Russian feature film about
the nuclear testing at the Semipalatinsk site.” At the time of its release

21 The Test was originally a coproduction with Kazakhstan and was to be directed
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in 2014, it offered a first, post-Soviet Russian look at the Semipalatinsk
Polygon. Despite receiving several international awards, as well as the
2014 Kinotavr grand prize, The Test did not attain wide international
fame, comparable to the films of other “festival” directors, such as An-
drei Zviagintsev and Kantemir Balagov.* Kott himself is better known
for such blockbusters as The Brest Fortress (Brestskaia krepost’, 2010)
and several of the Six Degrees of Celebration (Elki, 2011-) films. Howev-
er, Kott’s film did not spark public debate in Russia, either because of or
despite its sensitive topic, and only a few critics reviewed the feature in
any depth.” Tellingly, most critics discuss the movie’s poetic style and
Kott’s depiction of the steppe, rather than any potential political impli-
cations in relation to nuclear testing. In fact, one critic notes that the
lack of political content detracts from the film (Stishova 2014). More-
over, only eighteen theaters contracted the film for public showings, as
distribution companies apparently did not believe it a profitable invest-
ment (Dolin 2014).

The Test features a father and daughter living in a dilapidated home-
stead in the middle of the Kazakh steppe.** The man uses an old truck
to go to work every day, while his adolescent daughter remains behind
alone, taking care of the chores around the house. Little is known about
the pair, but the father’s ability to fly an airplane and his veneration
of Soviet cultural symbols suggest that he is a World War 11 veteran,
fully loyal to the state. One day, a bus of Russians, presumably scien-
tists or photographers, breaks down not far from the homestead and the
handsome, young, blond driver comes seeking water. The two young
people meet, fall in love, and begin seeing each other secretly. One day,

by Pavel Chukhrai, but the project was stalled. When Kott agreed to pick it up,
he changed the casting, as well as the script, and moved the shooting to Crimea
(Maliukova 2014).

22 In 2014, the film was awarded the best contribution award at the International Film
Festival in Tokyo, the best international feature award at the Golden Orange Film
Festival in Turkey, and the special jury prize in Abu Dhabi. In 2015, it won the Nika
best music award, as well as the Russian Guild of Cinematographers’ best composer
and best cinematography prizes, and the FIPRESCI award at the Transylvania Inter-
national Film Festival.

23 The short list of significant reviews can be found on https://kritikanstvo.ru/movies/
ispyitanie/.

24 As the film is non-verbal, it is possible to interpret the main protagonists’ relation-
ship as that of siblings. However, based on the initial screenplay, it appears they are
meant to be father and daughter (Maliukova 2014).
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the father falls sick and leaves, presumably for the hospital, while the
young girl remains all alone. The film implies that he has been exposed
to high levels of radiation. Eventually, he comes back, but only to die on
his own land, as it turns out. Left all alone, the young woman faces an
uncertain future. A local young man, whom she sometimes encoun-
ters in the steppe, sends his family to her to set up a wedding in the
traditional Kazakh style. The woman, however, chooses the Russian,
symbolically cutting off her hair and rejecting the traditional Kazakh
ornaments. The lovers are reunited, but as they sit outside, an atomic
explosion takes place nearby. The zone of destruction includes all three
young people and everything around them.

The film is nonverbal (no dialogue), though not silent. The setting,
camera work, and music fulfill the function of speech. In fact, the lack
of dialogue highlights the film’s poetic qualities. However, it can also
be interpreted ambiguously. On the one hand, the Russian director
does not impose his own words on a non-Slavic population, effectively
avoiding one of the main problems of colonial art. Sattarova argues
that this move towards silence is a “liberating gesture” (Sattarova 2020,
66). Moreover, as Stishova (2014) suggests, the fact that no one gets to
use language, except official sources such as the radio and the newspa-
per, highlights the suppression of information and the silencing experi-
enced by the majority of Soviet citizens regardless of their geographical
location.

On the other hand, when paired with the lack of historical context,
the absence of conversation in the film serves to hide the fundamental
differences and inequalities in the young lovers’ respective positions.
It is true that a large number of ethnic Russians lived and continue to
live in Kazakhstan. However, the majority of the Slavic community
historically inhabits urban spaces, which were not as directly impacted
by radiation, while the population surrounding the Polygon was large-
ly rural and non-Slavic, subsisting on its own locally produced food.
Consequently, there is a socio-ethnic disparity in who suffered the most
from atomic testing. Additionally, the decisions on how, where, and
when to conduct nuclear tests were taken in Moscow, even if there were
local officials who embraced the Soviet project and workers and scien-
tists who were employed at the testing site. Thus, the seemingly equal
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footing of the main protagonists is fundamentally illusory.”

The other element serving as an equalizer in the film—the atomic
bomb—is just as problematic. There are two explosion scenes, at the
film’s end, presented as a common problem affecting everyone equally.
Paradoxically, the detonation does not necessarily disrupt the poetic
mode of representation that characterizes the film. The action takes
place in the summer and the colors are vivid and harmonious. The
camera functions as a painting frame, depicting the steppe as a beau-
tiful backdrop, devoid of its own agency or role, similar to a Roman-
tic landscape. The explosion appears in the same spot where the sun
would normally be visible. The explosion’s shock wave and dark clouds
are shot in slow motion and high resolution, highlighting small details,
such as pieces of the roof coming apart or the dry soil being upturned.
Combined with the sound effects of explosions and wind howling, par-
adoxically, this scene sequence makes the bomb detonation seem less
real, in contrast to the one in Leila’s Prayer, which is low-resolution and
black-and-white. The detonation scene, and subsequent destruction, is
as pleasurable to watch as that of a car crash or a building explosion
in a high-budget Hollywood action movie. Furthermore, the atomic
eruption is partially personified, cast in the role of a kind of monster.
The young Kazakh man rides towards it shouting as if it were a human
enemy army (see Fig. 6). Moreover, the couple is shown as tiny figures,
dwarfed by the explosion chimney towering over them (see Fig. 7). The
camera’s perspective brings to mind scenes from monster films, such
as Godzilla (Gojira, 1954) and King Kong (1933), where the human pro-
tagonists are dwarfed by the giant creatures they face. Such a technique
creates further distance between the detonation and the human hand
that presumably caused it.

25 Sattarova (2020) suggests that the choice of a non-verbal format is most likely ar-
tistically motivated by the director’s well-documented interest in silent cinema,
rather than by a conscious political stance. However, when making a film about
such a controversial topic, even a purportedly non-political stand becomes polit-
icized. Even without words, Kott creates a continuous narrative through careful
scene sequence montage, framing the film’s events in a particular way, understood
by the director to be correct. Ultimately, it may be impossible to “give” a voice to the
subaltern in a way that empowers the subject, at least in a traditional poetic mode of
filmmaking.
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Figure 6: The young Kazakh man facing off the explosion cloud in The Test

Figure 7: The two lovers dwarfed by the bomb’s “mushroom” in The Test

Unlike in Leila’s Prayer or A Gift to Stalin, the explosion scene in The
Test does not read as a straightforward indictment of Soviet nuclear
testing. It inspires regret for the loss of a potential happy ending, but
even the lovers’” death is not overly tragic, since the romantic conflict is
already resolved without lingering sickness or physical disability. Fur-
thermore, visually, the film’s ending is just as beautiful, in a way, as the
rest of the movie. For example, a second nuclear explosion at the very
end is poetically depicted as a false sun rising, the only difference be-
ing that the light goes back down, instead of rising further up as a real
sun would. The detonations do not disrupt the film’s aesthetic, but are
inscribed within it.

The lack of speech and the high-end special effects in The Test help
depict the nuclear disaster as removed from social and political events.
From the perspective of the steppe and its inhabitants, a nuclear explo-
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sion is presented as similar to a tornado or some other natural disaster.
The detonation simply happens and no one is implicated in its occur-
rence. Kott focuses on the individual human tragedy, aestheticizing
a destructive occurrence to the degree that it calls to mind Lars von
Trier’s Melancholia (2011), as noted by a number of critics. Additional-
ly, the radiation impact is hinted at but not depicted: there is no physical
suffering or disability shown on screen.

The scene where the interethnic couple faces the explosion together
could be read as a critique of the indiscriminate effect of nuclear test-
ing. This interpretation aligns with T.J. Demos’s argument in Against
the Anthropocene (2017) that the very concept of “Anthropocene” is too
broad to be useful. It can obscure the social, geographical, and gender
differences that separate various groups of people. Pollution is not pro-
duced equally by everyone; likewise, it is not experienced equally by
everyone. Similarly, Kott’s film obscures certain inequalities, such as
who are the people in charge, who is informed vs. uninformed about the
testing, who is there by choice and who—by necessity. None of these key
questions are either voiced or answered in the film, resulting in a beau-
tiful story of love and death, uncomplicated by narrative or aesthetic
disruptions as in the case of Leila’s Prayer and The Gift to Stalin.

Conclusion

Despite a long tradition of both nature and environmental writing and
art, as well as ecological activism in Soviet culture, post-Soviet cinemas
are becoming progressively more reluctant to engage with ecological
concerns on their own merit, albeit for different reasons. The nuclear
theme, in particular, is almost invisible on screen in the post-1990 pe-
riod, even if Soviet censorship no longer precludes public discussions
of nuclear bomb testing. One possible explanation for this is the inher-
ently political and politicizing dimension of eco-narratives and their
frequent linkage to such unspoken of and unpopular themes as social
inequity, discrimination, and disability. Additionally, any discussion of
problems connected to the Soviet past are fraught, as they would require
acknowledging the ideological and economic reasons behind them.

26 In addition to von Trier’s film, the other two movies cited most often as visual and
aesthetic precursors to The Test are Mikhail Kalatozishvili’s Wild Field (Dikoe pole,
2008) and Andrei Tarkovskii’s Sacrifice (Zhertvoprinoshenie, 1986) (Maliukova
2014).
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Thus, Russian public discourse on nuclear power remains unapologeti-
cally positive and atomic testing is traditionally framed as the only way
to counteract the American threat during the Cold War. In contrast, for
many post-Soviet republics, such as the Baltic states, Ukraine, and the
Central Asian countries, the Soviet project is presented as foreign, im-
perialistic, and harmful to local interests.” In Kazakhstan, in particu-
lar, national independence and the Anti-Nuclear Movement are often
framed as synonymous at present.>® Consequently, post-Soviet filmic re-
sponses to environmental problems are diverse and complex by neces-
sity. Satybaldy Narymbetov, for example, perceives nuclear pollution as
an expression of a deeper, global problem—that of a mindset that does
not value the environment, and by extension the human life dependent
on it, as anything more than a source of labor and raw material. For
Abdrashev, the bomb is both a devastating force and a symbol of sacri-
fice, but its political implications overshadow the environmental conse-
quences. Finally, Aleksandr Kott, while depicting the atomic bomb as a
suprahuman tragedy affecting everyone equally, does not visualize po-
litical implications of nuclear testing logistics. While three films from
two different countries are not enough to serve as empirical evidence,
they gesture towards the fact that post-Soviet film in general is mov-
ing away from a preoccupation with environmental concerns toward a
more anthropocentric and politicized depiction of atomic bomb testing.
With the addition of the recent television series, mentioned earlier, it
seems this trend will continue to develop in the future, obscuring from
popular discourse the very real, contemporary environmental problems
that still impact human lives, regardless of ethnicity and nationality.
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Environmental Contamination and Postcolonial
Recuperation in Late Soviet and Post-independence
Kazakhstani Cinema

Elena Monastireva-Ansdell

IN his seminal study of the cultural and psychological effects of colo-
nization, The Wretched of the Earth (1961), Franz Fanon stressed the
importance of the land for the physical and spiritual sustenance of a
colonized people, highlighting that imperialism “sows seeds of decay
here and there that must be mercilessly rooted out from our land and
from our minds” (Fanon 2004, 181). Even though the Soviet project was
ideologically distinct from European colonialisms, most obviously in its
adherence to “scientific socialism” (Spivak et al. 2006, 829), it produced
profound and enduring changes not only in the Kazakh economy, soci-
ety, and culture, but also in the land—leading to environmental degra-
dation and contamination. In this article, I analyze images of environ-
mental pollution, caused by the desiccation of the Aral Sea as well as by
Soviet space and nuclear testing programs, in Rashid Nugmanov’s The
Needle (Igla, 1988) and Rustem Abdrashev’s Renaissance Island (A Girl
from the City) (Kaladan kelgen kyz / Ostrov vozrozhdeniia, 2004)." I
trace these images’ role in constructing a postcolonial national identity
in Kazakhstan, one that recovers ethnic Kazakh traditions but is mind-
ful of the country’s multiethnic population, a legacy of Soviet-era mass
migration to the republic due to war, Stalinist repressions, and deporta-

I'am grateful to Arlene Forman, Maria Hristova, and Alyssa DeBlasio for their gen-
erous feedback on earlier drafts of this chapter. Special thanks go to Anatoly Pinsky
for his thoughtful editing of the final draft.

1 The film’s name in Kazakh translates literally to A Girl from the City. From here on
I use the English translation of the Russian version of the title, Renaissance Island.

© ELENA MONASTIREVA-ANSDELL - 2023
Slavica Bergensia 14 - DoT: https://doi.org/10.15845/slavberg.21.c133
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the prevailing cc-sy licence.



92 ELENA MONASTIREVA-ANSDELL

tions of entire “enemy” peoples. Examining the films in their historical
settings, I demonstrate how they use Kazakh “ancestral” landscapes and
relations with nature as a “decolonizing tool” to help the viewer under-
stand “the impact of empire and the anticolonial epistemologies it tries
to suppress” (DeLoughrey ¢ Handley 2011, 4). I argue that Kazakhstani
cinematic discourse about nature grows in postcolonial awareness as it
evolves from a perestroika-era universal anti-totalitarian critique, with
environmental and moral degradation treated as strictly social issues, to
an interrogation of the detrimental impact that the Soviet project had on
the ethnic Kazakh landscape, culture, and psyche. Finally, I investigate
how in conceptualizing the land as a “source of physical and spiritual
sustenance,” these films create a productive tension between what Rico
Isaacs calls the “ethnic Kazakh” and “civic Kazakhstani” narratives in
Kazakhstani cinema, in which the place and contributions of ethnic mi-
norities are actively negotiated (Fanon 2004, 9; Isaacs 2018).

I am sensitive to the ambivalent relationship between Soviet and in-
digenous values in these filmmakers’ attempts “to break down colonial
binaries (East/West, civilized/native, etc.) to create a counter-discourse
about modernity that resonates with local understandings” (Adams
2008, 5). Using as a starting point the pioneering work of scholars who
have examined the unique nature of Soviet colonialism, I investigate
how these filmmakers place their narratives on a spectrum. On the
one hand, the ussr was an “anti-imperialist empire” that “subsidiz[ed]
republican economies, indigeniz[ed] regional party structures, and
foster[ed] national cultures,” thereby cultivating national republican
elites (Spivak et al. 2006, 832). It recruited local supporters through
such modernizing endeavors as construction of factories, hospitals, and
schools, and liberation of women (Moore 2001, 122). On the other hand,
the Soviet project was a violent, centralizing force that transformed na-
ture by building gigantic dams and canals; polluted the environment
with industrial, military, and nuclear waste; and devastated indigenous
traditions and ways of relating to nature and the environment (Moore
2001; Josephson 2013, 275). Nugmanov’s and Abdrashev’s explorations
of the tensions between these two sides of the Soviet project take place
within what Homi Bhabha (1988) calls the “Third Space,” an in-between
creative terrain in which the filmmakers negotiate not only their charac-
ters” hybrid Soviet, ethnic Kazakh, and civic Kazakhstani identities, but
also the Soviet environmental paradigm, indigenous Kazakh relations
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with nature, the Soviet legacy of sharing the land with non-Kazakh set-
tlers, and the need to integrate into new global energy/waste patterns.

Soviet developers, based on extensive use of natural resources,
searched constantly for new areas for economic expansion with little
regard for environmental preservation or sustainability. Stalin’s Great
Plan for the Transformation of Nature and Khrushchev’s Virgin Lands
campaign called for an “assault on nature” aimed at “conquering” the
elements and channeling them to serve the needs of industrialization
and collectivized agriculture. A wide system of railways cut through
indigenous lands to support Stalin’s and Khrushchev’s projects. Starting
in the 1960s, policies of aggressive modernization were scrutinized by
intellectual elites. Most notably, the Russian “village prose” writers cast
the attack on nature as destructive of the traditional way of life, pre-
served in the rapidly disappearing villages. In Soviet titular republics,
environmental concerns were similarly “intermeshed with nationalist
ones” (Josephson 2013, 279). In the final decades of Soviet rule, the au-
thorities saw the environment as a “safe” and “politically neutral” issue
(Jones Luong 1999, 1267; Josephson 2013, 269). This allowed non-Rus-
sian activists to use environmental concerns to mobilize popular oppo-
sition to Soviet colonialist policies, since they often saw environmental
degradation as “both a systemic fault of socialism and a direct result of
Moscow’s desire to weaken a particular nation by destroying its natural
base, exploiting its resources, and poisoning its people while preserving
Russia for the Russians” (Josephson 2013, 279).

Similar to village prose writers in Russia, writers in Central Asia of-
ten led the charge against environmental degradation as part of a larger
struggle against cultural imperialism. In 1989, the Kazakh poet Olzhas
Suleimenov organized the Nevada-Semipalatinsk environmental move-
ment, raising awareness of ecological damage in eastern Kazakhstan
and advocating for a ban on nuclear weapons testing (Jones Luong
and Weinthal 1999, 1269; Josephson 2013, 283). The Karakalpak writer
Tulepbergen Kaipbergenov protested the catastrophic shrinking of the
Aral Sea in Uzbekistan due to extensive water withdrawals for irrigation
in one of perestroika’s first expository documentaries, Lennauchfilm’s
1987 Computer Games (Komp’iuternye igry). In the segment “Where the
Amu-Darya Ends” (“tam, gde konchaetsia Amu-Dar’ia”), Kaipbergenov
asserts the importance of the Amu-Darya River and the Aral Sea for
the indigenous people’s spirituality and sense of identity. In so doing,
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he went beyond the environmental, health, and economic concerns
raised in the film by Karakalpak officials and residents. Referring to the
Amu-Darya as a KpoBsAHas apTepus, KOTOpas Mofjlapyia KU3Hb BCeMy
Hamemy pernony and the Aral Sea as a large cauldron that fed the peo-
ple, Kaipbergenov stands in the desert left in their stead, lamenting that
only fairy tales and legends remain of his people’s natural treasures.> It
is important to note that while the postcolonial component is an im-
portant part of perestroika-era discourse on the environment, in most
cases it is tightly interlinked with the environmental disasters caused by
Soviet development; the social issue critique of this systemic fault drives
the activism aimed at both repairing the environmental damage and
“restructuring” the system rather than toppling it. Thus, a Karakalpak
official in Computer Games says that indigenous residents have not left
their villages because they “have faith in Soviet power” to bring the Aral
Sea waters back (Mouratov 1992, 9).

Exposing Contamination: Demythologized National Landscape and the
Need for Healing in “The Needle’

Rashid Nugmanov’s The Needle, set both in the Soviet Kazakh cap-
ital of Alma-Ata and at the Aral Sea, has often been presented as an
innovative social-problem film creating a new, neoromantic hero and
subversively experimenting with form (Horton and Brashinsky 1992;
Lawton 2007). The enigmatic protagonist Moro (Viktor Tsoi) returns to
Alma-Ata to collect a debt. When he learns of his ex-girlfriend Dina’s
(Marina Smirnova) morphine addiction, he takes on the local drug ma-
fia and tries to help Dina fight her addiction by taking her to the Aral
Sea, where they “once felt good.” He ultimately fails and is stabbed by a
mafioso, but the film is ambiguous about whether he survives.

Because The Needle was shot in Russian and deals with more general
issues of modernity, Soviet audiences failed to consider the film to be
about Kazakhstan and decolonization. Nor did the filmmaker set out
to make a “Kazakh” movie. A postcolonial reading, however, unearths
the film’s latent anti-colonial messages and implications. Even though
the perestroika-era themes of drug addiction, youth counterculture,
and Soviet ideological indoctrination take center stage in The Needle,
the film also dismantles optimistic Soviet representations of Kazakh

2 “ablood artery that gave life to our whole region.” (All translations from Russian to
English in this article are mine.)
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national space through its focus on environmental degradation, and
imagines a more authentic, even if heavily scarred and russified, nation-
al landscape. Vida Johnson defines this process as gekonctpykuu[s] u
nemudornorusanulsa] eguunoro Coserckoro Corwsa, peKoHCTpyKun[s] u
pe-mudonorusanu(sa] MAEHTUYHBIX PYCCKUX, KAa3aXCKUX, y30EKCKUX,
JIATBUIICKUX U TaK fajlee HAllMOHAIbHBIX IPOCTPAHCTB (2001, 21).

Contemporary Soviet and Western film critics predominantly inter-
pret Moro, played by the Russian-Korean rock idol Viktor Tsoi, as an
ethnically unmarked neoromantic, countercultural hero “free from all
the ties, material and psychological, a lone wanderer possessing innate
dignity, honesty and unerring sense of justice” (Lawton 2007, 204). The
Russian-speaking Kazakh director working at the national Kazakhfilm
Studio likewise stated that the protagonist’s ethnicity was not impor-
tant (Nugmanov n.d.). Other scholars, while acknowledging the film’s
setting, note “the virtual absence of Kazakhstan itself except as a meta-
phorical space within which the human condition is allowed to work it-
self out as a cautionary allegory,” or discuss it as a geographical location
that gave a name to the Kazakh New Wave (Padunov 2004; Horton and
Brashinsky 1992, 239). In the overall spirit of perestroika-era social cri-
tique, the film appears to address the more universal flaws of the Soviet
system rather than focus on strictly ethnic grievances in a postcolonial
context.

Kazakh film scholars offer a more nuanced view of The Needle’s
Asian hero and setting. They see both the hero and setting as decolo-
nizing tools that expose sovietization’s devastating effects on the Ka-
zakh way of life. Baubek Nogerbek argues that by demythologizing the
Kazakh national space as constructed in Soviet cinema, Nugmanov
creates “an entirely new, unfamiliar Kazakhstan, with a dried-up sea”
and a “strange hero,” a world “where there is no place for living people,
for full-blooded, national life” (2004). At the same time, Nogerbek ac-
knowledges that the problems raised by Nugmanov are “cosmic ones,”
“not attached to any concrete national space” (2004). Gulnara Abikeeva
hails the fact that the “new hero” of perestroika has “an Asian face.” She
welcomes the stylistic revolution of the Kazakh New Wave, seeing this
“westernization of Kazakh cinema” as a “protest of a colonized coun-

3 “deconstruction and demythologization of the unified Soviet Union [and] recon-
struction and remythologization of identical Russian, Kazakh, Uzbek, Latvian, and
so forth national spaces.”
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try against Sovietization” (Abikeeva 2004b). Abikeeva interprets this
Western turn as consistent with the ethnic Kazakh national character,
because as nomads “living in the region of the intersection of the West
and the East,” Kazakhs historically “have been very adaptive to various
cultural influences” (2004a).

In more recent Western analyses, writing about generic and ethnic
indeterminacy in The Needle, Angelina Karpovich observes that even
though “the film’s narrative does not directly address issues of national
or ethnic identity,” Moro’s Asianness is “clearly symbolic, perhaps even
metonymic” (Karpovich 2011, 173). She connects this symbolism to
Viktor Tsoi’s Korean heritage, which “makes visible an ethnic minority
which had not been represented onscreen before” (Karpovich 2011, 175).
Although Karpovich admits that Moro’s ethnicity is most likely inci-
dental (i.e., Tsoi was chosen first and foremost because of his cult status)
and was not acknowledged by contemporary film critics, she argues that
the film nonetheless raises the taboo issue of the Stalin-era deportations
of Soviet Koreans to Kazakhstan, thus adding it to the list of other pre-
viously unrecognized topics, such as rock music and the environmental
catastrophe of the Aral Sea (Karpovich 2011, 175). Even if Nugmanov
did not intend to refer to the relocation of Soviet Koreans, Karpovich
correctly identifies the importance of the protagonist’s non-Russian
ethnicity, as the theme foreshadows the explicit inclusion of the topic of
ethnic deportations to Kazakhstan in post-Soviet Kazakhstani narra-
tives of decolonization.

Alec Brookes similarly ascribes key importance to Moro’s Asianness.
In his Marxian analysis of the Soviet ecology in three Soviet films set on
the Aral Sea, Brookes traces the roots of the Aral Sea catastrophe to the
Soviet assault on “the ecological relations between the native and the
land” (Brookes 2020, 42). Brookes demonstrates consistent alienation
of producers from the land in both Grigorii Chukhrai’s The Forty-First
(Sorok pervyi, 1956) and Viktor Turin’s Turksib (Turksib, 1929). He goes
on to argue that in choosing a half-Korean to play the protagonist in The
Needle, Nugmanov “suggests a film language that returns Asian bodies
to Asian land,” thereby promising “collective, more-than-human recu-
peration” to Kazakh land and the Aral Sea (Brookes 2020, 45).

Taking a cue from the scholars who highlight The Needle’s Asian
hero and setting, I approach the film as a postcolonial text with an
ethnically marked protagonist acting in a reconfigured national space.
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Nugmanov also foregrounds late-Soviet Kazakhstan’s hybrid national
identity via the ambiguous ethnicity of other key characters: the female
protagonist, Dina, is played by a Russian actress, but has a typical Ka-
zakh name, while the presumably Russian drug-peddling doctor, Artur
Tusupovich, played by the Russian rock musician Petr Mamonov, has
a Western first name and a Central Asian patronymic. The film’s most
poignant scenes are set at the site of one of the world’s largest envi-
ronmental disasters, the dried-up bed of the Aral Sea in southwestern
Kazakhstan. It would be important to delve deeper into the significance
of Kazakhstan’s landscape and other Asian imagery to unlock the film’s
postcolonial dimension. Nugmanov encourages such an approach by
emphasizing what he calls mycroe peiicTBue* as a structuring princi-
ple: S crapancs MakcuManbHO 0CBO6OAUTD uabM (CLIEHBI, JUAJIOTH,
CIOKET) OT KaKoI-1nb0 CUMBOMUKIY, CAENIATh ero Halogobye mycToro
CoCyza, KOTOPbIIT KaXK/[blil 3pUTe/Ib MOT OBl 3aIIOTHUTH COOCTBEHHOII
nnrepnperanueit (Nugmanov n.d.)?

A postcolonial reading of the film’s “empty action” would place
the emphasis on Moro as a hybrid Russian/Korean/Kazakh/and more
generally Asian warrior battling Soviet colonial influences with Asian
indigenous knowledge, searching for an authentic identity in his an-
cestral land. While the Soviet Friendship-of-the-Peoples discourse
portrayed Central Asians as little brothers,® Tsoi’s small-framed Moro
defies Soviet stereotypes of Central Asians as childlike, unmodern,
and requiring guidance and protection. A skilled karate fighter who
single-handedly takes on a gang of drug dealers, Moro challenges the
dominant Soviet ideology, visualized in the proliferation of television
sets or in soundtracks, and synonymous with drug addiction given its
effect on Dina’ He does so with the philosophy of BHyTpennssa moiup

4 “empty action”

5 “Itried to free the film (scenes, dialogues, plot) as much as possible from any sym-
bolism, to make it like an empty vessel that each viewer could fill with their own
interpretation.”

6 A February 1, 1936, Pravda editorial established the Russian people as “the first
among equals” and “a model for other Soviet peoples” (Martin 2001, 452). Seen as
the Ussr’s most “backward” nations by Soviet ideologists, Central Asians were con-
sistently portrayed in Soviet cinema as “little brothers” with diminutive physiques.
Thus, in Mikhail Chiaureli’s The Fall of Berlin (Padenie Berlina, 1949), the bear-like
Russian soldier Alesha effortlessly carries the wounded Central Asian Iusup in his
arms as if he were a child.

7 As noted by Zhukova, curing Dina of her addiction requires removing her from
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and xpenxuit xapakrep® inherent in Asian martial arts (Tarmasinov
2020). Tsoi greatly admired Bruce Lee, whose characters’ physical and
spiritual strength had wide appeal in the Ussr. As a compelling yuenne
e[IMHCTBa CUJIBI U 1yXa, karate attracted Soviet youth more than tyxnas
KoMMyHucTudeckas ujeonorns® and was banned in 1984 (Khripun
2019). Despite the briefness of the karate fight in The Needle, the fact
that Moro’s guiding philosophy is based in the precepts of the martial
arts defines him as an Asian superhero, as captured by the lyrics of the
opening and closing songs, which Tsoi wrote specifically for the film.
The songs, “The Star Named Sun” (“Zvezda po imeni solntse,” 1989) and
“Blood Type” (“Gruppa krovi,” 1988), depict a world at war; a morally
steadfast protagonist fights ideological oppression and conformism. He
rejects physical violence but is ready to sacrifice himself for higher ide-
als. At the same time, Tsoi’s (Moro’s) ethnic indeterminacy suggests a
Kazakhstani civic identity that is modern, multiethnic, and hybrid.
The Soviet colonialism that Moro fights is made visible through
its corrosive effects on the indigenous landscape. Excessively optimis-
tic, fakely cosmopolitan, and borderline absurd, late-Soviet ideology
inundates the capital of Alma-Ata through the pervasive television
soundtrack that drowns out reflection and critical thinking. Thus, ec-
static Italian-language skits not only mock ordinary Soviet citizens’
inability to travel to the West, but also provide bizarre commentary
on Moro’s pursuit of Artur. The Soviet soundtrack invades the private
space of Dina’s apartment via three television sets, the new “Holy Trini-
ty” that epitomizes the “shrine-like quality that the ‘little black box’ had
taken on as a portal to the Soviet people’s newly appointed deity” (Zhu-
kova 2016, 173). The couple’s journey to the Aral Sea extracts Dina from
Alma-Ata’s toxic environment. Even though the landscape has become
a desert, it nonetheless sustains Dina’s recovery. The film connects this
capacity for healing to the Kazakh land and culture, as this is the only
place in the film where Kazakh is spoken by a Kazakh elder, the last
remaining resident of the abandoned fishing village who welcomes the
visitors with fresh milk. Other references indicate that Moro fulfills the
function of a doctor for Dina (Zhukova 2016, 182), thereby connecting

Alma-Ata’s heavily televised environment, just as her return to the city results in a
relapse (Zhukova 2016, 183-84).
8 “inner strength” and “strong character”

9 “teaching of the unity of physical strength and human spirit”; “rotten Communist
ideology”
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him to the indigenous Kazakh world of healing and contrasting him to
Dina’s false mentor, a corrupt Russian doctor who feeds her addiction
for his own profit.

Signs of Soviet civilization abound in the desert left in the formerly
fertile Aral Sea, and link the source of environmental devastation to the
UssR’s colonial projects. They include an abandoned railroad built for
an unsustainable agricultural enterprise, and airplanes circling in the
sky in place of diverse species of sea birds and indicative of proximity
to a military base. At the end of the Aral Sea sequence the Aral desert
becomes a wider signifier for the damage inflicted on the Kazakh land
at military, biological, and nuclear testing facilities. As Moro and Dina
walk further away into the parched seabed in search of the vanished sea,
Tsoi’s instrumental music gives way to a disquieting sound resembling
an emergency alarm, followed by the machine-gun “fire” of a rapidly
fast-forwarding digital clock taking us back to Alma-Ata. Nugmanov
originally planned to end the sequence with a missile launch but gave up
due to technological limitations (Nugmanov n.d.). This interconnect-
edness of Soviet ideological and military colonialism, drug addiction,
and the degradation of Kazakh land unveils the meaning of the film’s
opening credits, in which Nugmanov drew a needle and a missile next
to the title followed by an animation of the missile’s explosion.

Yet Nugmanov’s concept of “empty action” allows for an alternative
interpretation of the missile in the opening credits. Indeed, it can be
seen as a spaceship. Many Kazakhs, including Olzhas Suleimenov in his
poem Earth, Bow Down to Man! (Zemlia, poklonis’ cheloveku! Poema,
1961), were proud of the fact that the Kazakh land was the site of man’s
first launch into space. The ideal of “striving for the stars” is also cap-
tured in the lyrics of “The Star Named Sun.” Interpreted in this key, the
needle and the spaceship alongside the film’s title suggest a wider field of
negotiation between Kazakhs” ownership of Soviet scientific conquests
and their rejection of Soviet colonization.

The russified Alma-Ata, ruled from Moscow via television and “col-
onized” by the corrupt Russian doctor, enjoys environmental amenities
of which the indigenous landscape has been stripped. Thus, the hospi-
tal in which Dina works as a nurse for Artur boasts a luscious indoor
tropical garden; and Artur relaxes by himself in a swimming pool in
the city baths. This artificial urban paradise for the privileged is a poor
imitation of the fertile garden that Soviet planners promised to cultivate
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on the irrigated shores of the Aral Sea. Moro finds Dina at the hospital
and interrogates her about her exploitative relationship with Artur; later
he exposes the doctor as a fraud by draining the water in his swimming
pool and leaving him at the bottom with nowhere to hide. Moro, on the
other hand, is associated with natural water, such as the snow that starts
falling at the end of the film and transforms the streets of Alma-Ata
into a clean white sheet. Moro starts writing a new story for his land as
he rises from his knees after a stabbing by one of Artur’s thugs, leaving
fresh footprints on the virginal snow to the beats and lyrics of “Blood
Group.” The lyrics call on Soviet citizens to leave their warm places in
front of omnipresent Tvs and follow the protagonist on his search for a
“high star” that would prompt them to think and act on their own.

In the context of Kazakhstan’s despoiled landscape, the snow in the
final scene contrasts with the snow-like salt and toxic agricultural run-
off covering the bed of the desiccated Aral Sea, on which Moro and Dina
walk earlier. The snow promises a regeneration of the Kazakh land, able
to nurture its multiethnic population. For the viewer focused on Moro’s
role as a rock-and-roll and martial arts countercultural superhero, the
snow symbolizes the spiritual component of these cultures’ strength
and their moral superiority over Soviet ideology. For those proud of
Kazakhstan as the site of the first manned-spaceflight, the snow finds a
parallel in the “star dust” on the protagonist’s boots in the closing song,
as he sets out on a journey to his “high star,” thereby redeeming the
Soviet space project. In opening the film to a variety of interpretations,
Nugmanov’s concept of “empty action” acts as Homi Bhabha’s Third
Space, in which the Ussr’s multiethnic audiences can negotiate their
specific cultural, national, and personal aspirations within the context
of the larger Soviet system.

Assessing Contamination: Resilience and Postcolonial Recuperation in
‘Renaissance Island’

Where Nugmanov’s apocalyptic desertscape exposes Soviet modernity’s
devastating effects on “full-blooded national life,” Rustem Abdrashev’s
Renaissance Island assesses the resilience of his land and culture and
their ability to bounce back from the damage. He weaves his ancestral
landscape on the northern shores of the Aral Sea into the very fabric of
Soviet Kazakhstan’s multiethnic society in 1960-1961, when the envi-
ronmental harm from diverting water for agriculture was barely visible
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and when his father, the prominent Kazakh poet Zharaskan Abdrashev,
was coming of age, experiencing first love, and discovering his poetic
calling. The film sets out to capture these interconnected events, suf-
fusing its often-impressionistic narrative with Abdrashev senior’s orig-
inal compositions. The Kazakh title of the film is based on Zharaskan
Abdrashev’s poem “A Girl from the City” (“Kaladan kelgen kyz”) and
develops the theme of tension between Soviet urban and Kazakh rural
spaces, as raised in The Needle. In Renaissance Island, the city produces
sovietized political elites, while the country surreptitiously nurtures in-
digenous poets and harbors the ussr’s ethnically diverse deportees and
political exiles who have found a new home on the shores of the Aral
Sea, even as metastasized Soviet prison camps and military testing sites
invade Kazakhstan’s innermost natural sanctuaries.

The eponymous girl from the city is Zhibek. When her father, a new
Party boss from Alma-Ata, moves his family to Zharas’s fishing village,
Zharas and Zhibek fall in love. The Soviet establishment, comprised of
political administrators and school authorities, do not approve of this
love and pressure Zharas into renouncing it. Crushed by this betray-
al, Zharas leaves his childhood paradise and embarks on an adult life
as a Kazakh poet in a Soviet world. Earlier in the film, young Zharas
has a prophetic flashforward to the Aral’s desiccated seabed, which is
inspired by “Gray Soil” (“Sortopyrak,” 2001), a tragic poem written by
Zharaskan Abdrashev shortly before his death.” This vision symboliz-
es a Kazakh national catastrophe and establishes the poet-seer as the
conscience of the nation, responsible both to his ancestors and to his
descendants for the preservation of their ancestral land and culture.

Renaissance Island reflects the changes that took place in post-Soviet
states following independence, when “various nation-building and ge-
opolitical priorities—economic growth, security, independence—that
have so often dominated emerging national ideologies pushed environ-
mental concerns into the background” (Josephson 2013, 283). In the ear-
ly years of Kazakh sovereignty, President Nursultan Nazarbaev closed
down the nuclear testing site in Semipalatinsk, declaring Kazakhstan a
non-nuclear state. In 2001-2005, the Kazakh government, with finan-
cial support from the World Bank, made successful efforts at remediat-
ing some of the damage to the Northern Aral Sea with the construction

10 Iam grateful to Fatima Moldashova for translating the poem from Kazakh to Eng-
lish for me.
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of the Kok-Aral Dam. At the same time, Kazakhstan’s government, in
cooperation with Western oil companies, created new environmental
risks associated with the exploitation of the Caspian Basin oil reserves.
This most recent environmentally damaging venture has raised fewer
concerns among Kazakhstani citizens, who see it as critical for the eco-
nomic development of their region from which they expect to benefit
as opposed to Soviet-era environmental projects that were perceived as
“promot[ing] outside (i.e., Moscow’s) interests” (Jones Luong ¢ Wein-
thal 1999, 1277). Abdrashev’s film does not set as its primary goal to
raise awareness about environmental issues in Kazakhstan; instead, it
engages in nation building and a search for a Kazakh(stani) national
identity, in which the devastated indigenous environment represents “a
primary site of postcolonial recuperation, sustainability and dignity”
(Fanon as summarized in DeLoughrey and Handley 2011, 3) in a more
explicit and deliberate way than in The Needle. The Soviet “seeds of de-
cay” that Abdrashev aims to “root out” from his land and his people’s
minds are clearly identified as hindering the development of both eth-
nic Kazakh and Kazakhstani national identity.

While Soviet ideas and practices fully dominate national life in
The Needle, Rustem Abdrashev more intentionally differentiates be-
tween two kinds of discreet ideological space: the “Soviet world” and
the “Kazakh world,” which, as Gulnara Abikeeva has shown, emerged
in Kazakh cinema in the 1960s (Abikeeva 2004a, 64-65). Following
Abikeeva, Rico Isaacs identifies this distinction as becoming central
during the Thaw, because it allowed for a more authentic expression of
the national identity of Kazakhs and provided a “subtle form of dissent
against Soviet ideology” (Isaacs 2018, 75-76). Within the Soviet world,
he further distinguishes between external (Moscow) authority and lo-
cal (Kazakh) elites, who embrace and implement central Soviet policies
(Isaacs 2018, 168).

The new Kazakh party boss arrives in the village with a brand-new
television set that represents his ideological connection to the external
authority in the Kremlin." The boss introduces an ambitious fish-har-
vesting plan passed down from the center, thereby condoning the un-
sustainable practices of Soviet agriculture that carelessly strip indige-

11 Zhukova emphasizes the role of the new medium as a “mouthpiece of the Party”
and an ideological transmission belt in the Ussr starting in the late 1950s (2016,
172).
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nous terrain of natural resources. Although the film clearly portrays the
party boss as an opportunist rather than an earnest believer in Soviet
modernity, this porous boundary between the local Kazakh and exter-
nal Soviet authority is illustrative of the contested nature of the Soviet
project in Central Asia, where “representatives of indigenous peoples
supported the advance of modernity that did not treat natural resourc-
es with care” (Obertreis 2018, 129). Similar to The Needle, Renaissance
Island depicts the ideology and policies emanating from the “Soviet
world” as invading the “Kazakh world” of the Aral fishing village; but
Abdrashev shows the resilience of Kazakh land and culture in both re-
pelling and creatively absorbing Soviet assaults. The totalitarian Sovi-
et regime as external authority is mentioned only indirectly, through
a children’s poem about the Moscow Kremlin. However, it is literally
embedded in the Kazakh land, desecrating it with moral and physical
contagion by colonizing it with Soviet penal camps and repressive pol-
icies; appropriating indigenous territories for secret military facilities;
and practicing reckless stewardship of the Kazakh land through unsus-
tainable agriculture and nature-transformation projects.

The legacy of Soviet military colonization is shown to have a deep
and lasting impact environmentally. The fish in the Aral Sea are un-
healthy and stressed, which local fishermen connect to the appearance
of Soviet soldiers on the sea’s islands, but the Party boss suppresses
these concerns, forbidding any references to the military. Soviet decay
has penetrated the most secluded sanctuaries of the Aral Sea. This in-
cludes Renaissance Island, which the traveling Kazakh shoe repairman
Omar-agai describes as “the very heart of the Aral Sea where souls are
born and dreams are buried.” That is where Renata Isakovna, a teacher
of Russian literature from St. Petersburg, traces the disappearance of
her father, repressed in the Stalinist purges. In 1924-1926, Renaissance
Island hosted a special-purpose Soviet prison, and in 1948 this former
hunting and fishing paradise was closed off to indigenous people, be-
coming a top-secret site for a Soviet bioweapons-testing facility. Periodic
accidents killed local fishermen and multitudes of natural life. With the
evacuation of the lab in 1991, deadly pathogens remained in the island’s
soil and in the abandoned equipment (Gorvett 2017). The film implies
that some of the scientists in the lab were political prisoners, such as
Renata Isakovna’s missing father. A close-up of suffocating fish, as if
“imprisoned” behind metal bars in an overloaded boat, comments on
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the physical and ideological contamination of the Kazakh land and sea
by both toxic military pollutants and the deadly web of Gulag camps.

The village has also absorbed the shockwaves of Stalinist repressions,
most notably, the pre-war and wartime wholesale deportations of “ene-
my” ethnicities. The film opens with village children playing hide-and-
seek among a bountiful harvest of watermelons in a kolkhoz field, where
one of the old cattle cars that transported human cargo now serves as a
makeshift shelter for field workers. A rusty bed without bedding in the
shed, along with a broken watermelon that one child used to imitate a
pregnant belly, indicate the deadly impact of Soviet colonial policies on
people forcefully displaced from their homes elsewhere in the Soviet
empire. Although scars like this pepper the Kazakh landscape, the film
also highlights the hospitality and the healing that the generous Ka-
zakh land has extended to the victims of various Soviet repressions, as
if modeling a grassroots, non-imperial version of the Soviet Friendship-
of-the-Peoples policy. Embraced as inherently auspicious, the policy
continues to shape independent Kazakhstan’s multiethnic citizenry.

Despite the environmental and moral degradation caused by Soviet
authority, the film highlights the Kazakh land’s resilience, which comes
less from ethnic Kazakhs’ hybrid identities as Soviet citizens than from
their traditional hospitality cultivated in the boundless steppe, where
nomadic settlements offered long-distance travelers vitally needed shel-
ter; openness to other cultures fostered by the location on the Silk Road;
and indigenous ways of relating to history and the environment nur-
tured by pastoral nomadism. The multiethnic village that has opened its
doors to “enemy” ethnicities represents a microcosm of Kazakhstani so-
ciety in the transformative aftermath of Stalinist deportations. The film
suggests that it was not the restrictive and colonial Soviet ideology, but
indigenous Kazakh knowledges, hospitality, and cultural open-mind-
edness that cultivated authentic citizens and secured peace and pros-
perity in multiethnic Kazakhstan.

Zharas’s prophetic dream set in the drained bed of the Aral Sea
epitomizes the external Soviet authority’s physical and moral abuse of
the Kazakh land and people in its arrogant nature-transformation pro-
ject, allegedly building a Communist paradise on earth.” Traditionally

12 The project envisioned diverting water from the rivers flowing into the Aral Sea to
create cotton farms on the newly irrigated parts of the surrounding desert and on
the lands “conquered away from the sea” (Sidel'nikov 1987).
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nomadic Kazakhs have closely associated their culture and their land,
and Kazakh bards have sanctified the Kazakh steppe and the freedom it
represents. In Soviet times, “the sacred land of Abai and Mukhtar,” two
of the most revered Kazakh poets, has become a nuclear testing ground,
while its most prized “natural pearl,” the formerly abundant Aral Sea,
the main source of livelihood for the native people, has turned into a
toxic desert laden with carcinogenic pesticides from agricultural water
run-offs and studded with ghost-like rusted ships (Kulbarak 2016). The
source of the disaster transpires in the visual mosaic of Zharas’s dream,
in which footage of the dried-up Aral seabed is interspliced with flash-
ing images of villagers walking under a convoy and wearing gas masks,
as well as with Zharas’s family photo taken with alabaster statues of
Lenin and young pioneers from the village school.

Abdrashev gives Zharas insight into the future of his land by bring-
ing him into contact with the spirits (aruakh) of his dead ancestors and
the souls of the children destined to remain unborn due to the contam-
inated Aral’s lethal hazards. Zharas appears in the dream in national
dress, riding a white camel and holding a dombra, a traditional Kazakh
instrument used to accompany recitations of poetry and national epos.
This positions the fledgling poet Zharas, like it does the established poet
Zharaskan Abdrashev, the author of “Gray Soil,” on which the dream is
based, as a seer and leader of his nation akin to the prominent Kazakh
zhyrau (a philosopher-poet “marked by god”) and influential adviser
to Kazakh khans, Asan Kaigy (“Asan Kaigy—uiti” 2017). Living at the
turn of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, during the period of Ka-
zakh tribes’ migration to new lands, Asan Kaigy (the sad Asan), traveled
the steppe on his white camel in search of the Promised Land for his
people, mecTo cuyacTes u paBHonpaBus nwopeit (Abdrashev in Nursei-
tova 2012).8 The dream therefore contrasts the Soviet and traditional
Kazakh visions for Paradise on Earth. In bringing Zharas in touch with
his ancestors” hopes for their common land, the dream reveals the co-
lonial exploitation and subjugation that takes place in the Soviet world.

Despite its critique of Soviet political and economic imperialism,
Renaissance Island negotiates a hybrid Russo-Kazakh cultural identity
that selectively appropriates humanistic masterpieces of Russian liter-
ature into the Kazakh national heritage. Renata Isakovna, the Russian

>«

literature teacher hailing from Russia’s “cultural capital,” acts as one of

13 “aplace of people’s happiness and equality”
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the two mentors who introduce young Zharas to non-Soviet knowledges
about the world. When students in Renata’s class cheerfully and loudly
recite paeans to the Soviet soldier protecting the peace and happiness of
the multinational Soviet Family, or to the Kremlin stars extending their
light to the farthest corners of the Ussr, she calls for “quieter,” more
“grownup” verses that “come from the heart,” offering them lyric poet-
ry by Anna Akhmatova and Aleksandr Pushkin. Zharas avidly absorbs
this Russian poetic wisdom, just as Zharaskan Abdrashev made the po-
etry of Pushkin and Aleksandr Blok a part of his people’s intellectual
horizon by translating it into Kazakh. Zhibek too makes Pushkin’s art
her own, reciting his love lyrics “To Kern” (“K Kern... ia pomniu chud-
noe mgnoven’e,” 1827), which resonate with her feelings for Zharas, in
her native tongue. Zharas’s Kazakh mentor, Omar-agai, hands the bud-
ding poet a collection of verses by Kazakh poet Magzhan Zhumabaey,
promising that the book will provide answers to many questions that
Zharas has not yet had a chance to ponder. Zhumabaev (1893-1938) per-
ished in the Stalinist repressions and his banned love lyrics and poetic
confessions of love to unprepossessing Kazakh nature symbolize indig-
enous knowledge, which the film depicts as vital for proper emotional
and moral maturation, but which the Soviet system suppresses because
it threatens its ideological dominance.

Similar to The Needle, the battle of Soviet and indigenous world-
views plays out on the soundtrack, which overflows with recitations of
poetry—some Soviet, but mostly Kazakh, prerevolutionary Russian,
and ancient Persian (a philosophical quatrain by Omar Khayyam). Lyr-
ic poetry by Zharaskan Abdrashev and Magzhan Zhumabaev merges
the young protagonists’ budding romantic feelings with their awareness
of their native land, as they flee their school’s ideologically saturated So-
viet space to be alone and free in nature. Extended poetry-voiceover se-
quences depict Zharas and Zhibek walking on flowing sand banks next
to the gently shimmering Aral, with Zhibek’s silk scarf catching the sea
breeze like a sail. Abdrashev emotively inscribes the indigenous lyrical
poetry and young protagonists’ beautiful bodies in the Aral landscape;
poetry seems to emanate from the land itself as if it were the expression
of its soul. The pristine, sandy Kazakh land supports the fledgling poet:
it both cradles Zharas in its soft indents and provides a quiet, contem-
plative environment for writing poetry. By contrast, the ideologically
violent space of the Soviet school tarnishes the purity of Zharas’s and
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Zhibek’s feelings with crude insinuations, barging into their emerging
private worlds and imposing a ban on their thoughts and emotions.

The battle of the Soviet and indigenous visual- and sound-tracks
is perhaps most complex in the censure scene in the school principal’s
office, in which Zharas, in a coming-of-age moment, must face and pro-
cess the imposed Soviet part of his identity. For the first time an exter-
nal voice of Soviet authority speaks directly, over the radio, but the am-
biguity of its exact source of origin creates ambivalence about Kazakh
ownership of the Soviet project. The announcement of the “good news”
about man’s pioneering flight into space comes in right after school
administrators and teachers denounce Magzhan Zhumabaev’s love lyr-
ics as pornographic and force Zharas to renounce his love for Zhibek.
External Soviet authority further belittles Zharas’s indigenous trauma,
when everyone abandons him at the height of his emotional crisis and
rushes to the radio to hear “the important message” from Moscow.
Contrary to viewers’ expectations, however, we hear the message not in
the principal’s office, a temple of Soviet ideology, but in the open steppe
freshly dusted with snow and sparkling underneath a brilliant blue sky,
a visual shrine to Tengriism, Kazakhs’ traditional pre-Islamic religion
that “centers on the relationship between humankind and nature, sanc-
tifying humans’ relationship with the sky” (Isaacs 2018, 177). The cam-
era pans over the bright snowy expanse as we hear the sounds of the
radio transmission, as if the Kazakh land itself is communicating with
the sky and the universe. This is one of the few color sequences in the
black-and-white film, and despite the noticeable switch from the sum-
mery seascape to the snow-white steppe, the official announcement of
Turii Gagarin’s message, followed by the live broadcast of his greetings
from space, just like Kazakh poetry in previous scenes, resounds over
the Kazakh land.

This ambiguous portrayal of a Soviet nature-conquering project as
both indifferent to indigenous traumas and connected to indigenous
land and its ancient spirituality may indicate the filmmaker’s sense of
conflicting ownership of the Soviet space program. The message that the
external Soviet authority appropriates via the usual broadcast preamble
of “Moscow is speaking” (Govorit Moskva) in fact originates from out-
side the Soviet Union and the earth, from Gagarin’s spaceship, launched
from the Baikonur Cosmodrome near the Aral Sea. This symbolic event
seems to inspire Zharas, launching him on his own journey away from
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his shattered childhood “paradise” into the “boundless sea” of life as a
new Kazakh poet (Abdrashev in Galkina 2004). Unlike other Soviet
projects shown to affect the Kazakh land and nature, the film does not
raise the issue of the environmental impact of the Soviet space program
on the indigenous landscape.

Renaissance Island moves beyond The Needle in identifying the an-
cestral Kazakh landscape not only as a healing space, but also as the
locus of Kazakh indigenous values and knowledge that have survived
the devastating impact of Soviet repressive policies, ambitious na-
ture-transformation projects, and reckless stewardship of the Kazakh
land. Nugmanov’s vaguely Asian superhero gives place to an ethnically
Kazakh protagonist firmly grounded in his indigenous land and cul-
ture, but also open to cross-cultural exchanges outside of the dominant
Soviet ideology. Like Nugmanov’s Moro, the hybridity of Abdrashev’s
protagonist comes mostly from non-Soviet influences, but Soviet ide-
ology nonetheless leaves both positive and negative imprints on his
psyche. More deliberate than Nugmanov and his concept of “empty
action,” Abdrashev still allows for some degree of negotiation between
his protagonist’s Kazakh and Soviet identities. The Soviet Friendship-
of-the-Peoples ideal finds its true realization in the Kazakhs’ tradition
of hospitality, as they open their ancestral lands to political exiles and
repressed “enemy” ethnicities to forge a multiethnic civic nation in
Kazakhstan. Abdrashev’s vision of the Aral Sea catastrophe becomes
synonymous with a national disaster and a genocide, in which environ-
mental degradation figures as a metaphor for the Soviet colonial im-
pact on the health, land, culture, and the very ancestral identity of the
Kazakh people. Abdrashev, however, seems to be less concerned than
Nugmanov with the environmental impact of the Soviet space program,
demonstrating a less ambivalent ownership of this scheme to conquer
nature. In reclaiming humanity’s first flight into space from Soviet co-
lonial authorities and linking it instead with the Kazakh land and its
indigenous nature-centric religion and native poetry, Abdrashev offers
it as an inspiration for his indigenous protagonist to dream and create
freely. Renaissance Island thus reflects the early post-independence era’s
priorities of nation building, as it uses Soviet-caused environmental
decay for the purposes of decolonization rather than a comprehensive
critique of Soviet ecological practices that have been perpetuated in na-
ture-exploitation projects in independent Kazakhstan. In the evolving
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contexts of capitalism, globalization, and climate change, more recent
Kazakhstani cinema, such as Ermek Tursunov’s Tengriist narratives,
has increasingly engaged in global discussions on the environment, an-
swering the call for a more fundamental rethinking of humans’ exploit-
ative relationship with nature in the Anthropocene.
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The Politics and Aesthetics of Waste in Liudmila
Petrushevskaia’s Fiction

Irina Anisimova

THIs chapter examines the fiction of the Soviet/Russian writer Liudmila
Petrushevskaia with a particular focus on her use of waste metaphors.
I argue that images of waste in late Soviet and post-Soviet culture can
function as important symbolic markers of Soviet and post-Soviet soci-
ety in the process of its sociocultural transition. Petrushevskaia’s fiction
is especially interesting and representative in this respect, since waste in
its literal and figurative meanings reappear in her works belonging to
different periods and often acquires additional symbolic significance.?
Therefore, I examine Petrushevskaia’s works belonging to different peri-
ods—the 1980s,1990s, 2000s, and 2010s—to understand the ways this
evolution of waste imagery sheds light on both the changes in her fiction
and the sociocultural trends of late Soviet and post-Soviet society. In
Petrushevskaia’s earlier fiction, the metaphors of waste often express a
social critique of Soviet life. In her later works, the metaphors of waste
become connected to post-Soviet popular culture, or suggest a potential
for artistic creativity and transformation, while simultaneously losing
a clear sociopolitical stance. Moreover, Petrushevskaia’s changing im-
agery of waste reflects the evolving cultural contexts of the post-Sovi-
et transition—the move from a situation in which the state exercises
control over culture to one in which the authors have to consider the

» «

1 Inthis chapter, I use terms such as “waste,” “trash,” “rubbish,” and “garbage” inter-
changeably. At the same time, the term “waste” has a more generalized meaning
than the other words.

2 This chapter is not meant to be an all-inclusive survey of Petrushevskaia’s fiction.
Instead, it examines works with significant presence of waste imagery. Works
where waste is a marginal element are not investigated.
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influence of a globalized cultural market.

My approach to Petrushevskaia’s works draws primarily on the in-
terdisciplinary field of waste studies, which examines “the multivalent
significance of rubbish, filth, toxins and remains across a wide range
of contexts” and from a variety of perspectives (Harrison 2017, 4). The
category of “waste” is important for cultural studies since its material
dimensions are inseparable from its figurative significance (Harrison
2017, 4)3 As a literal substance, waste is closely connected to our phys-
ical and social environments. At the same time, images of waste can
serve as broader metaphors for social problems, social anxieties, and,
more disturbingly, entire social groups. Yet the topic of waste’s meaning
has not received much attention in scholarship on Soviet and post-So-
viet culture. An important exception is a discussion of the imagery of
trash in Mark Lipovetsky’s study of Russian postmodernism, Paralogii
(Paralogii: transformatsii (post)modernistkogo diskursa v russkoi kul’-
ture 1920-2000-kh godov, 2008). According to Lipovetsky, in Russian
postmodernism, trash (musor) represents the manifestation of “the
maximally lowered transcendental theme,” such as life after death and
presence after absence (58). Furthermore, the landfill (svalka) and trash
represent a number of “explosive aporias,” such as “unofficial culture
and Soviet society,” “the beautiful and the monstrous,” and “memory
and forgetting” (Lipovetskii 2008, 59-65).

Whereas Lipovetsky’s approach focuses on the philosophical or even
metaphysical aspects of waste imagery in Russian postmodern art, this
chapter emphasizes the ways in which metaphors of waste are linked to
the material transformations of Soviet and post-Soviet culture. Petru-
shevskaia’s fiction well illustrates the permutations of waste imagery,
since her work includes examples of both naturalistic realism and post-
modernism. As Svetlana Boym (1999) argues in her discussion of the
trash installations by Soviet and post-Soviet conceptualist artist II’ia
Kabakov, the imagery of trash represented a central taboo of Soviet so-
ciety, that of the banal and the ordinary.* In the Soviet context, the con-

3 Waste studies is a relatively new yet vibrant field; publications on the topic from a
variety of perspectives have multiplied in the last two decades (Gille and Lepawsky
2022, 1). As an interdisciplinary field, waste studies combines multiple methods
and approaches. For a comprehensive view from the social sciences, see, for ex-
ample, Gille & Lepawsky (2022). For approaches based in the humanities, see, for
example, Morrison (2015) and Harrison (2017).

4 II'ia Kabakov’s trash installations became popular in the 1990s. Some examples of
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cept of “consumerist popular culture” was largely replaced by state-con-
trolled “mass culture.” Among Western modernist artists such as the
Cubists, Italian Futurists, and Dadaists, the interest in popular culture
had led to fascination with the processes of consumption and concomi-
tant waste. Similarly, camp and kitsch styles or the “trashy tastes” of the
masses became a source of fascination for postmodernist artistic move-
ments such as Pop Art. For example, for such American modernist and
postmodernist poets as Gertrude Stein, John Ashbery, James Schuyler,
and Kenneth Goldsmith, “waste becomes a source of creative play, in-
novation, and textured, often eroticized, pleasure” (Schmidt 2014, xii).
In contrast, for their Soviet counterparts, waste belonged to the realm of
censored expression. The use of waste metaphors, therefore, historically
has been confined to nonconformist Soviet art, appearing, for example,
in the fiction of Andrei Platonov or the conceptualist art of Kabakov.
Petrushevskaia’s works can also be interpreted as nonconformist, since
they are invested in social and artistic disruptions, breaking social and
cultural taboos.

From Soviet to Post-Soviet Materiality in Petrushevskaia’s Fiction
Comparing the lives of objects in the capitalist West with those in the
USSR, Boym points out the paradoxes of Soviet approaches to material
culture: “In Soviet Russia, the experience of material scarcity for the
majority of the population and the official critique of bourgeois com-
modities (combined with thinly disguised social inequalities) endows
private objects with a different cultural significance” (Boym 1994, 159).
As a result, Soviet and post-Soviet culture could be characterized by
a particular materiality, where objects acquired cultural and symbolic
meanings distinct from those in capitalist countries.

For example, due to ongoing shortages and deficits plaguing social-
ist economies, material objects obtained a surplus value. Liviu Chelcea
claims that consumer items in socialist economies had additional
significance: “Goods that would have been commodities in a market
economy acquired the features of gifts or rarities” (Chelcea 2002, 20).
Furthermore, even packages and wrappers, which in market economies
would be considered trash objects, could have material value. As a re-

his engagement with trash are the installations “Box with Garbage” (“Tashchik s
musorom,” 1981) and “The Man Who Never Throws Anything Away” (“Chelovek,
kotoryi nikogda nichego ne vybrasyvaet,” 1988).
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sult, in Soviet culture, objects received emotional and even fantastic
qualities. Andrew Chapman describes Soviet sacralization of objects as
“the practices in which scarce items or even their remnants, such as
wrappers and empty boxes, take on added meaning” (Chapman 2013,
143). Due to this persistent condition of scarcity, individuals often tried
to extend the lives of material objects by reusing and recycling. While
in many respects socialist states had a problematic attitude to natural
environment; they implemented recycling programs for select mate-
rials. These programs incorporated the whole of society, and included
the gathering and recycling of paper, metal, glass bottles, and jars (Gille
2007, 3).°

Social attitudes to material and consumer objects were not static.
They changed from early to late socialism, and shifted further during
perestroika and the post-Soviet period. Perestroika and the collapse
of the Soviet Union led to precipitous changes in social and material
life—the move from a planned economy, characterized by deficit and
scarcity, to a market economy and conspicuous consumption. This dra-
matic sociocultural shift had significant ramifications for the country’s
approach to material objects and waste. Specifically, the socioeconomic
shift resulted in a dramatic increase in waste production. In the 1990s,
the Soviet recycling systems were dismantled and, to date, have not
been replaced by alternative methods of utilization” Moreover, the shift
to a consumer society gradually led to the appearance of a “throwaway”
culture. The problem of recycling and waste storage plagues post-Soviet
Russia and has become even more severe in recent years.

In the sphere of cultural production, the disruptive transition from a
Soviet to a post-Soviet society reversed earlier social and cultural norms
and broke social taboos. Upon entering the postindustrial economy,
post-Soviet literature followed the rules of the global literary market
rather than state mandates or rules of an artistic underground. In the
early 1990s, “the Russian book market began to take on the familiar

5 William Wheeler (2021) argues that Soviet modernity treated nature as a resource
to be mastered to serve human progress. This violent reordering of the environment
often led to environmental degradation.

6 Of course, these programs were limited to wastes that were considered important
by the state; other types of waste were usually excluded.

7 Municipal waste disposal infrastructure and Soviet-era landfills are often ill
equipped to deal with the post-Soviet increase of domestic and more complex waste
(Josephson et al. 2013, 310).
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contours of a capitalist market,” and works of literature followed the
logic of the international cultural scene (Gorski 2020, 614). One of the
ways that the post-Soviet literary scene differs from its Soviet predeces-
sor is the popularity of genre literature and taboo subjects. Reflecting
these changes in popular tastes, Petrushevskaia’s fiction also underwent
significant changes between the late 1970s/1980s and the 1990s and
2000s. It shifted from the prevalence of dark naturalistic prose to the
predominance of popular and fantastic genres such as dystopia, hor-
ror story, postmodernist novel, and adult fairytale.® Petrushevskaia is
an extremely versatile author, who over the years wrote in a variety of
literary genres, such as prose, poetry, drama, short stories, novels, and
fairytales for both children and adults. Despite this diversity in form
and style, the prevalence of taboo subjects, especially waste imagery,
remains a persistent feature of Petrushevskaia’s fiction. Since the 1990s,
reception of Petrushevskaia’s works has shifted from rejection by Soviet
literary censors to critical acclaim by the post-Soviet literary establish-
ment—a shift that reflects the changing cultural scene.

Petrushevskaia’s Soviet Metaphors of Waste

The late 1980s and early 1990s became a time of social disruption.
Due to glasnost, taboo topics that were previously rarely discussed in
the USSR, such as criminality, sexuality, and dark aspects of the Sovi-
et past, began to appear in literature, cinema, and the press. One such
taboo-breaking style was the perestroika-era aesthetic of chernukha,’
coming from the Russian word for black (chernyi), it represented a kind
of kitchen sink realism. This aesthetic transgressed the limitations of
Soviet culture by focusing on negative aspects of reality. Chernukha
cinema and literature combined aesthetic and thematic concerns to rep-
resent the previously silenced negative aspects of Soviet life. On the the-
matic level, these works were usually concerned with underprivileged
or marginal social groups, depicting grim social problems. The works
offered almost no solutions and emphasized “physicality and natural-

8 According to Lesley Milne, half of Petrushevskaia’s five-volume collected works
published in 1996 already consisted of fantastical prose of various genres (Milne
2000, 270). The number of such works has only increased since the mid-199o0s.

9 The popularity of this aesthetic is illustrated by the sudden rise to visibility of the
figure of currency prostitute (valiutnaia prostitutka)—someone who targeted for-
eigners in order to receive currency rather than Soviet rubles. The best-known ex-
ample can be found in Petr Todorovskii’s film Intergirl (Interdevochka, 1988).
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ism” (Graham 2000, 9). One of the reasons for the popularity of the
mode was its parodic inversion of the rules of socialist realism (Graham
2000, 13). In opposition to socialist realist works with their tendency for
varnishing reality, chernukha focused on crime and violence, poverty,
psychological problems, environmental degradation, drug and alcohol
abuse, and illicit sexuality.

The style of Petrushevskaia’s prose exhibited features of the cher-
nukha mode even before this style became prevalent in late perestroika
fiction and film. An important characteristic of Petrushevskaia’s late
Soviet prose is that it “deflates and parodies the euphemism of Soviet
literature by depicting the human body and its needs grotesquely and
minutely, in every conceivable detail” (Ivanova 2015, 29). This aspect
of Petrushevskaia’s fiction broke the long-standing taboo on depicting
sexuality and physicality, which Soviet culture rejected in favor of the
ideological and the ideal. Similarly, Petrushevskaia’s fiction challenges
late Soviet culture by emphasizing the banality of the dark aspects of
Soviet everyday life. Her iconic works of the late 1980s and early 1990s
further reflect this aesthetic. For example, her short novel The Time:
Night (Vremia noch’, 1992) tells the story of a poet, Anna Andrianovna,
who has trouble publishing and lives in poverty in the late 1980s. The
novel focuses not on the poet’s literary career but on her dysfunction-
al family, consisting of three generations of single women: a deranged
grandmother, the protagonist herself, and her young daughter. Their
lives are circumscribed by poverty and cramped and uncomfortable
living conditions.

In The Time: Night, the lives of the protagonists contradict the So-
viet narratives of prosperity and equality. Indeed, they appear to have
no value. The women are dehumanized and become equated with their
inhospitable environment:

O obmanmuna mpupopa! O Benmkas! 3aueM-TO eif HYXHBI 9TH
CTpajfaHusl, TOT Y>Kac, KPOBb, BOHb, 10T, CTIU3b, CyAOPOLH, TI000Bb,
Hacune, 6071b, 6eCCOHHBIE HOUM, TSKEIBII TPYH, BPOZe YTOObI Bce
6110 X0pouio! AH Hert, 1 Bce 1710X0 OISAT. (2013C, 448)*°

By connecting nature with waste and excretion, such as stench, sweat,

10 “Oh, deceiver nature! Oh, great! For some reason, she needs this suffering, this hor-
ror, blood, stench, sweat, mucus, convulsions, love, violence, pain, sleepless nights,



WASTE IN PETRUSHEVSKAIA’S FICTION 118

and slime, the novel presents human life as eternal suffering, with a
particular focus on women’s sexuality, family, and motherhood. For
Boym (1999), banality and ordinariness are among the taboos of Soviet
culture. Petrushevskaia exaggerates the banality of her characters and
their familial stories by adding the taboo of the dysfunctional Soviet
family. The protagonist of The Time: Night takes a particularly ambiva-
lent view of her family: she questions her children’s choices, especially
her daughter’s, and appears unaware of the fact that her daughter’s life
seems to replicate her own, as well as that of her elderly mother. This
ambivalent view of motherhood and female sexuality challenges Soviet
cultural norms. According to Lynne Attwood, starting from Stalinist
times, Soviet culture celebrated motherhood (Attwood 2001, 162). An
ideal Soviet family had to be productive both at work and at home. In
contrast, Petrushevskaia presents a femininity that is productive in a
rather anti-Soviet way. Thus, the protagonist writes poetry and diaries
that cannot be published, and her daughter gives birth to illegitimate
children. Connecting unacceptable forms of authorship and mother-
hood, Petrushevskaia shows both as a kind of refuse rejected by official
Soviet culture. Thus, family life leads to unhappiness and dysfunction
rather than to enjoyment and happiness. Social institutions similarly
appear absent or inadequate as sources of support for her female charac-
ters, leading to a sense of wasted lives. Even more disturbingly, women
characters internalize Soviet norms and restrictions, oppressing their
own families. Thus, Anna becomes what Helena Goscilo terms “the to-
talitarian Petrushevskian mother [who] mirrors the totalitarian Soviet
state” (Goscilo 1995, 105).

In other instances, the novel offers a more direct critique of Soviet
society through the use of trash metaphors. For example, the protag-
onist is terrified of the fact that her mother will be sent to a mental
institution far from Moscow, but she cannot take her in, because she is
already housing her young daughter and her three young children. The
housing shortage—a common theme in Soviet-era literature—becomes
absolutely intractable in Petrushevskaia’s prose.” These circumstances
force the protagonist to finally allow her mother to be moved to a fara-

hard work? Presumably to make things right, but everything is bad again.” (All
translations of Petrushevskaia in this chapter are my own.)

11 The “apartment question” had been addressed by Soviet writers such as Mikhail
Bulgakov and Mikhail Zoshchenko.
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way mental institution, which she will be unable to visit, thus symboli-
cally expunging her mother from her life. Once the protagonist makes
this decision, she throws all of her mother’s belongings into the nearest
garbage dump: V 6iyxaiiiiero MycopHOro KOHTeliHepa s pa3rpysuia
CBOIT YeMOJIaH, BBIOPOCHIA TAXHYII[}e XTIOPKOI [IeJIeHKM, OCTPO BOHSI-
IOLIYIO KJICCHKY, KBad U YTKY, CBOY COKpOBMIIA eprofa Hagex . Tyna
Ke TIOLIY PBaHble IIPOCTBIHM, 51 OCTaBMJIA TOIBKO KOM BaThl (Petru-
shevskaia 2013¢, 492).”

The discarded possessions represent the prolonged hospitalization
and speak of humiliation and discomfort. Soviet institutions of care for
the elderly and mentally ill thus appear especially dehumanizing and
are symbolically linked to waste. This moment illustrates how Soviet
society created hierarchies and exclusionary practices in direct contra-
diction with the stated emphasis on social equality and progress. While
Soviet culture gave additional value to material objects, it also created
the means for social distinction based on proximity to valuable goods
(Chapman 2017). Focusing on the problems of Soviet women, such as
economic insecurities and family fragmentation, Petrushevskaia’s prose
is especially suggestive of the gendered nature of these social exclusions.
In her works, mundane aspects of everyday life such as family, housing,
and comforts are associated with forms of distinction that are unattain-
able for most of her characters. Soviet citizens’ distinction was taking
place in parallel with the processes of social exclusion and disregard.
Consequently, these systems of distinction and exclusion led to the pro-
duction of wasted lives—a process similar but not equivalent to that
of capitalist societies. Whereas globalization and capitalism produce
wasted lives through social hierarchies based on economic exploitation
(Bauman 2003), Soviet society created wasted lives through limitations
of access to material goods, as well as through processes of social divi-
sion based on a rigid interpretation of social class.

Throughout its history, Soviet society often undervalued entire so-
cial groups, turning them into outcasts, such as enemies of the people
(vragi naroda) during Stalinism or the dispossessed (lishentsy) during
the 1920s. These social exclusions persisted throughout the Soviet era,
since the loss of social status and capital could not be fully recovered

12 “At the nearest dumpster, I unloaded my suitcase, threw out the smelly bleached
diapers, pungent oilcloth, potty, these treasures of the times of hope. There went the
torn sheets; I left for myself only a clod of cotton.”



WASTE IN PETRUSHEVSKAIA’S FICTION 120

during the partial rehabilitations of the 1960s. The reality of social dis-
tinctions further contradicted the discourses of Soviet equality. This
tendency to waste human lives appears in Petrushevskaia’s 2004 au-
tobiographical novel, Girl from the Metropol (Devochka iz Metropolia),
which tells of the experiences of Petrushevskaia’s family in the Stalinist
1930s and 1940s. One of the signs of the family’s social status was their
apartment in the Metropol Hotel in Moscow, home to some of the most
privileged members of the Soviet nomenklatura. However, in the 1930s,
her relatives were pronounced enemies of the people and arrested or ex-
iled from the capital. Together with her mother, grandmother, and aunt,
young Petrushevskaia had to leave for Samara, and the family was re-
duced to abject poverty. In the early 1940s, Petrushevskaia lived almost
as if she were homeless, often running away from home and begging for
food on the streets of Samara.

This dramatic change in her family’s fortunes reflected the insecuri-
ty of Soviet life. Under Stalin, a privileged family could lose its fortunes
overnight and be imprisoned or exiled. Thus, the processes of social ex-
clusion acquired an unpredictable or seemingly random quality. Petru-
shevskaia describes in detail the deprivation experienced by the fami-
lies pronounced enemies of the people. For example, her grandmother
and aunt had to scavenge their neighbors’ trash for food (2013a, 418).
Under these conditions, trash turns into a symbol of both possibility
and humiliation, appearing, for example, in the image of the dolls that
young Petrushevskaia finds in the neighbors’ bins.

Ho TyT st kak 3aMepra. S Hudero He Moria ¢ co6oii mogenarp. Bor-
OpolLIeHHbIe KYK/IBI JIeXKa/IN, sl He BEpPU/Ia CBOEMY CYacThio. 51 3Ha-
J1a, YTO y HAC HeT OYAYIIEro, 9TO 51 He MMEI0 IPaBa U [IOMEYTATh O
TOM, YTOOBI CIIUTH UM IUIAThs ¥ Tfie HAMITU JIOCKYTUKI, ST He CMena
[aXke TyMaTh, Ky/jd X TOIOKY ¥ KaKYI0 XI3Hb MbI MOT/IU OBI ITPO-
>KUTDH BMecTe! (418)3

Symbolic of a traditional girlhood that was denied to many Soviet
girls, the dolls symbolize what Boym calls the “precarious objects and

13 “But hereI froze. I couldn’t help myself. The discarded dolls lay there, and I did not
believe my luck. I knew that we had no future, that I had no right to even dream
about sewing dresses for them, and where would I even find cloth pieces, I didn’t
even dare to think where I would put them, and what kind of life we could live to-
gether!”
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marginalized domesticity” of Soviet culture (Boym 1994, 160). Signifi-
cantly, the girl is unable to imagine even the discarded dolls as her po-
tential possession; we later learn that the neighbor’s mother took the
dolls back. While this autobiographical work replicates the darkness of
Petrushevskaia’s earlier prose, it is nevertheless lighter given its focus
on a lively child, as well as the child’s eventual return to Moscow and
reentry into a more or less normal Soviet childhood.

Fantastical Waste and Its Post-Soviet Transformations

Many of Petrushevskaia’s works of the 2000s belong to the genres of
fantastic and subversive short stories and fairytales. For example, her
collection Sea Garbage Stories (Morskie pomoinye rasskazy, 2001) con-
sists of absurdist fairytales, which contain linguistic games and bizarre
situations. This playful and humorous collection depicts both sea crea-
tures and trash floating in the sea as fictional human-like characters; it
does not distinguish between animate and inanimate objects. The col-
lection is a satire of post-Soviet society, of its youth culture, new forms
of consumption, and environmental degradation. The collection draws
attention to the pieces of trash commonly found at seaside resorts, such
as plastic bags, condoms, and plastic bottles, and its humor derives from
the fact that these objects become the stories’ main characters:

B Bozie Bce 6BIO HOPMAJIbHO: IUIABA/IN IIYCThIE IIACTUKOBBIE OY-
TBUIKY, TPOMKO cMesiCh. Tpu MOMATBIX Ipe3epBaTiBa 00CyXKaanu
BYepaIlHuil (GyTOONPHBII MaTd, OTMaxMBasCh OT HA30MIMBBIX
MasIbKOB. MIMO IIpOIIbIIa 3HAKOMAs pe3iHOBas IOJOLIBA, KOTO-
pas Beceso BOCKIMNKHYIIA:

—VYay! Koro s Buxy tuma! (Petrushevskaia 2001)™

The stories rely on the readers’ knowledge of environmental problems,
since almost everyone has probably encountered a plastic bag or plastic
bottle floating in the sea or lying on the beach. At the same time, this
pollution represents the post-Soviet transition, since it draws attention
to the appearance of new types of packaging and new consumer goods.’

14 “Everything was normal in the water: empty plastic bottles floated, laughing loud-
ly. Three crumpled condoms were discussing yesterday’s football match, brushing
off annoying fry. A familiar rubber sole swam past, exclaiming cheerfully:—Wow!
‘Who do I see, like!”

15 Robert Argenbright (2021) points out that, in the 1980s, the Ussr was inundated
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Thus, in the 1990s, plastic bottles replaced Soviet glass ones, contracep-
tion became more readily available, and Western goods came together
with new types of packaging.

While environmental problems appear to be at the center of this col-
lection, it treats post-Soviet pollution parodically. Rather than depicting
trash as an environmental and social problem, Petrushevskaia presents
it as an artistic challenge: How might an item of waste be turned into
a fictional character? Like modernist artists such as the Cubists, Italian
Futurists, and Dadaists, who “assembled work from constituent ele-
ments rather than painting, drawing, or sculpting” (Surak 2016, 533),
Petrushevskaia treats trash in a way that challenges notions of value
and decorum by giving objects once considered garbage a new parodic
consideration. The author emphasizes the vitality of these objects rather
than their destructive or unseemly nature.

Maite Zubiaurre suggests that discarded objects are “more power-
fully ‘animated’ than ‘useful’ ones. Suddenly void of desirability and
functionality, the discarded object transcends its utilitarian meaning
and adopts an identity of its own” (Zubiaurre 2017, 324). Bearing the
traces of their former owners, trash objects speak to our imagination.
Petrushevskaia’s trash characters similarly speak of the pleasures of life
in a resort town. To symbolize the new post-Soviet reality, both ani-
mate and inanimate inhabitants of the sea behave as a motley crowd
of post-Soviet citizens and represent distinct social types: Kak-to pa3s
OfHa MeJy3a He BIIMCA/lIach B IOBOPOT U 3aJie/Ia IVIACTUKOBBIIl IAKeT.
ITaxeT TYT >ke 0O/IENNTI MEAY3y C TPeX CTOPOH 1 CTaJl TOBOPUTD BCAKIE
C7I0Ba PO LApamyuHy Ha GOKY, IIOBPEXAEHHBI OOPT U PO eBpope-
MOHT 3a 6ornbiune 6akcer' The jellyfish represents the new post-Soviet
generation that came of age in the late 1990s and early 2000s. In other
stories in the collection, she behaves as a typical young person of that
era, attending night clubs and engaging in parodic online chats with her
boyfriend. Similarly, the plastic bag appears to stand in for a bandit or
a shady businessman, who seems to engage in racketeering and speaks
in a contemporary slang. Thus, to extort money from the jellyfish, the

with garbage, much of which “consisted of previously unseen materials such as pol-
yethylene and polystyrene foam.”

16 “Once, one jellyfish did not fit into the turn and touched a plastic bag. The bag
immediately stuck around the jellyfish on three sides and began to say all sorts
of words about a scratch on the side, a damaged body and about a European-style
renovation for big bucks.”
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plastic bag mentions evroremont,” a fashionable new term of the 1990s
and 2000s. As with Petrushevskaia’s other absurd fairytales, the lan-
guage games are important for the collection; they rely on slang and
popular culture idioms of the time. Petrushevskaia uses the slang not to
criticize the “immorality” and “linguistic impurity” of the post-Soviet
generation, but to emphasize the democratizing and artistic potential
of these new idioms. Similarly, Petrushevskaia’s use of trash imagery is
subversive not because of its social critique of the new capitalist society
with its wasteful production and consumption, but because of its artis-
tic reversal of social boundaries and taboos.”® Alexandra Smith argues
that in the 1990s Petrushevskaia’s fiction seemed to move away “from
the realistic or sociological mode towards subversion and anarchy”
(Smith 1997, 108). This tendency has become even more pronounced in
Petrushevskaia’s fiction of the 2000s and 2010s.

Like other postmodernist artists, Petrushevskaia seems to be simul-
taneously fascinated and troubled by post-Soviet popular culture, asso-
ciated with new consumer goods and the concomitant “trashy” produc-
tion of both consumer and cultural products. For example, her short
novel Little Sorceress (Malen’kaia volshebnitsa: kukol’nyi roman, 1996)
features a Barbie doll as the protagonist, cast as kind and helpful de-
spite its iconic status as a Western consumer good. Moreover, television
shows play a central role in Little Sorceress and some of Petrushevskaia’s
other short stories and fairytales. In the fairytale “The City of Light”
(“Gorod sveta,” 2005), the evil sorcerer uses a television show to ensnare
viewers with the allure of an affluent life. However, the show turns out
to be a magical illusion. When the show ends, the sets and the prizes
turn into a pile of trash.

Reality Tv and game shows represent both the illusory nature of
contemporary life and the superficiality of popular culture. The ap-
pearance of reality Tv and game shows were an important feature of
the 1990s and 2000s and represent the transition from socialist mass
culture to consumerist popular culture. Postmodernist works such
as Viktor Pelevin’s Generation P (Pokolenie P, 1999) and Vladimir

>«

Sorokin’s “White Square” (“Belyi kvadrat,” 2020) focused on this sim-

17 “European style renovation”

18 In this respect, Petrushevskaia’s approach is markedly different from most contem-
porary trash art with its preoccupation with social critique of capitalist wasteful-
ness and throwaway culture (Surak 2016, 534).



WASTE IN PETRUSHEVSKAIA’S FICTION 124

ulative aspect of post-Soviet society. However, whereas popular culture
usually acquires dark and dystopian meanings in Sorokin’s and Pelev-
in’s fiction, it is presented with more ambivalence in Petrushevskaia’s
works. For example, in Little Sorceress, the television show leads to the
complete and positive transformation of reality. Petrushevskaia’s stories
criticize popular culture for its creation of illusive and empty reality for
the masses, but also celebrate it for its vitality and popular appeal. In
this way, Petrushevskaia’s fiction challenges the traditional elitism of
Russian high culture; it “invites us to reassess our perception of popular
culture as something threatening and vulgar” (Smith 1997, 122). While
Petrushevskaia’s work lacks some of the critique of capitalism present
in Pelevin’s and Sorokin’s fiction, she also avoids the potential elitism of
such representations.

Artistic Transformations of Chernukha
Petrushevskaia’s adult fairytale “Seven O’clock” (“Sem’ chasov,” first
published in 2010) relies on but also reverses many elements of her own
earlier dark naturalistic works. The story features a typical character
and situation from Petrushevskaia’s earlier chernukha prose—a teenage
girl who becomes a single mother after an encounter with a man she
hardly knows. “Seven O’clock” tells the story of a young artist named
Aia. As asixteen-year-old girl, Aia visits a seaside resort town and meets
a young man. She falls in love and spends four nights with him, even
though she does not know his name. Scared of this unexpected ro-
mance, Aia’s parents quickly force their daughter to leave the town. The
only thing Aia remembers about her lover is his broken gold watch that
appeared to always read seven o’clock. Despite her family’s efforts, Aia
becomes pregnant and gives birth to a girl. Later, she finishes an art col-
lege and becomes a multimedia artist. The focus on young people and
their uncontrolled sexuality is a popular topic in chernukha fiction and
film. However, in “Seven O’clock,” Petrushevskaia turns the dark plot
of works such as The Time: Night into a story of eternal and romantic
love. She also focuses on the redemptive power of art. Thus, the tale de-
picts a young woman who becomes not only a teenage mother but also
an artist, and who eventually finds her lover and the father of her child.
The story’s setting provides the first clue of the reversal of the cher-
nukha themes. The setting is a seaside town with a temple dedicated to

19 A well-known example is Vasilii Pichul’s Little Vera (Malen’kaia Vera, 1988).
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the ancient Christian saint, the young girl Eufimiia. The fictional town
is reminiscent of ancient Mediterranean or Crimean towns. Similarly,
Aia’s name and life details are somewhat difficult to place historically,
even though signs of contemporary post-Soviet life appear in the story.
As a result, the work acquires a timeless and universal quality.

Significantly for Petrushevskaia’s aesthetics, the story also reimagi-
nes trash as an artistic object. Ten years later Aia returns to the seaside
town with her daughter. She combines a holiday with her artistic work.
Among her other artistic techniques is the making of collages out of
the assembled objects she finds in her environment, essentially items
of trash: TIpruexaB B cBOI TI00MMBILII TOPOAOK, Asi 3a0pocuia KpacKu u
KIICTY, BMECTO TOTO OHa cOOMpaa o mobepeXbi0 BHIKMHYThIE MOPEM
[epeBsIIKY, OOPBIBKY CeTell, IY3bIPbKY TPSIIKM, U BCE 3TO IIPUKIICH-
Baja, a 4TO ¥ IPUKOAYMBaIa rBO3AAMM OMU3KO APYT K APYTY, UTO-
OBl TIOTyuYNIach KaKasA-To 00Iias IecTpas KapTHHA, MaMATb O MOpe
(Petrushevskaia 2013b, 349).>° It is through this collage that the story
reaches its happy ending. One of the objects that the protagonist finds
is the glass from her lover’s watch. She uses the glass fragment as a mes-
sage to her lost lover, incorporating the object into her collage.

AsTyT Xe chenana CBOIO IYULIVIO pabOoTy—Kak 0ObIYHO, OHA IPH-
KJIeM/Ia K JIEPEBAHHOI HOI[eYKe HECKOIBKO MPOCTHIX KAMEIIKOB,
HPSIKY CYXMX BOJOPOC/IEl—M HAKPENKO, MENTKUM TI'BO3JUKOM,
npubmIa MeX/y HUMY [Be CTPE/IKI, YKa3bIBalollle Ha HeJOCTal0-
meM 1udepbrare ceMb 4acoB, a CBEPXY, TOXKe C ITOMOIIbIO Kperl-
JajfIIero Kjes, yMeCTIU/IA CTEK/IbILIKO, CBepKalolee, KaK OTpOMHas
cnesa [...] (Petrushevskaia 2013b, 350).2

The story has a self-referential quality, since like Petrushevskaia herself,
Aia practices a collage art that helps her transform reality. Avoiding
direct social critique, the story emphasizes the possibility of positive

20 “Arriving in her beloved town, Aia threw away paints and brushes; instead of that
she collected pieces of wood thrown out by the sea, scraps of nets, small bottles
along the coast, and rags, and glued all of this, and what she nailed close to each
other, to get a general motley picture, the memory of the sea.”

21 “Aiaimmediately made her best work ever. As usual, she glued a few simple pebbles,
a strand of dry seaweed to a wooden plank—and firmly, with some small nails,
nailed two arrows between them, indicating seven o’clock on the missing watch
dial, and on top, also with the help of the strongest glue, placed a glass sparkling like
a huge tear [...]”
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change and reversal. The reuse of trash objects functions here as a mne-
monic device that connects nature and the past to personal memories.

Conclusion

The evolution of waste imagery in Petrushevskaia’s prose sheds light on
both the changes in her fiction and the sociocultural trends of the late
Soviet and post-Soviet transitions. It demonstrates that metaphors of
waste connect the politics of representation to the politics of everyday
life, raising a variety of social and even ethical questions relating to con-
temporary society. In Petrushevskaia’s earlier fiction, the metaphors of
waste often express a social critique of Soviet life. Thus, in The Time:
Night and other works from the 1980s and early 1990s, Petrushevskaia
shows Soviet society’s propensity for wasting human lives. These depic-
tions acquire a renewed importance in the context of the current nostal-
gic romanticization of the Soviet era, which has even acquired political
and geopolitical significance (Boele, Noordenbos & Robbe 2020, 1).
Additionally, her use of waste metaphors illustrates the changing ma-
teriality of late Soviet and post-Soviet society in their shift from late
Soviet scarcity to the consumerism and popular culture of the post-So-
viet period. Like other post-Soviet liberal writers of an older generation,
Petrushevskaia appears to be much more critical of Soviet society and
its legacy than of the post-Soviet period.> In her works of the 2000s and
2010s, the metaphors of waste become connected to post-Soviet popular
culture, or suggest a potential for artistic vitality and transformation,
while simultaneously becoming less invested in direct social critique.
The evolution of waste symbolism in Petrushevskaia’s prose thus re-
flects the political and aesthetic changes of the transitional period with
its growing interest in popular culture and taboo topics. Unlike other
artists who use waste imagery, Petrushevskaia seems less interested in
serious engagement with the questions of capitalism, consumption, or
environmental problems, responding to these challenges in an ironic
and parodic manner. The political significance of Petrushevskaia’s
post-Soviet prose can instead be seen in its democratizing, anti-elitist,
and anti-authoritarian tendencies.

22 See, for example, the works and interviews of writers such as Vladimir Sharov,
Vladimir Makanin, Vladimir Sorokin, and Ol’ga Slavnikova.
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Finding Our Words: Representations of Chornobyl and the
Impossibility of Language

José Vergara

For a book made up almost exclusively of the memories of Chornobyl
survivors, Svetlana Alexievich’s Voices from Chernobyl (Chernobyl’skaia
molitva, 1997, also translated into English as Chernobyl Prayer) pays
a great deal of attention to how words evade speakers’ intentions and
meanings. Voices, for which the author conducted hundreds of inter-
views, is punctuated by her interlocutors’ frustrated attempts to make
sense of what they have witnessed—as survivors, as humans. While
technically not the ur-text of Chornobyl’s artistic tradition, the No-
bel laureate’s “documentary novel” has become synonymous with the
disaster in many people’s minds. Among the various reasons for this
reception, Alexievich’s complex interweaving of witnesses’ perspectives
stands out; the book harnesses key issues in a manner that feels both
deeply personal and individual, on the one hand, and remarkably uni-
versal, on the other. Its fragmented, kaleidoscopic vision of Chornobyl
grants readers insights not only into the historical and emotional real-
ities of what happened after the explosions in reactor number four on
April 26, 1986, but likewise into the struggle to put those experiences
into words.

Among other things, the reader can clearly make out the voice of
doubt in that polyphony. This is a multifaceted doubt— of understand-
ing, of representation, of comprehension—when the speakers try to
work through their experiences, to give shape to what Chornobyl is. As
Sergei Sobolev, deputy head of the Executive Committee of the Shield of
Chornobyl Association, puts it: A co6bITHE Bce paBHO BbIIIIe HAC, M060-
ro KOMMeHTapus... OJHaX/IbI A YCIIbIIIA VIV TIPOYeTT, 4TO MpobiemMa
© JOSE VERGARA - 2023
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YepHOOBLIS CTOUT IIE€pef, HaMU NpeXKfie BCero, Kak IpobaemMa caMo-
nosHaHust (Aleksievich 2019, 176). Part of this problem of “self-under-
standing” has to do with the fact that Chornobyl’s occurrence forced
the world into a new relationship with language. How can we speak of
such a tragedy with old words? And how can we understand ourselves
with language of the world from which we have departed so suddenly?
Following Tamara Hundorova’s formulation, “the birth of a new lan-
guage [is] among the effects of the Chornobyl narrative” (Hundorova
2019, 47).

The problem really concerns three interrelated aspects all having
to do with one thing—how we talk about Chornobyl: how we can talk
about it, how we have talked about it, and how we cannot talk about it.
Of course, how we describe Chornobyl—a hyperobject par excellence
in Timothy Morton’s (2013) terminology—informs our responses to
it, the ways in which we envision a future, whether it is a future “af-
ter” Chornobyl or “with” Chornobyl. The present analysis considers a
representative selection of texts from various media—fiction, nonfic-
tion, photography, drama, film—to demonstrate how some artists have
wrestled with this core tension of Chornobyl: its inexpressibility and
the way it has broken down attempts at communication. It addresses
a particular trend in art related to Chornobyl, not characteristic of all
Chornobyl texts, of course, but present in quite a few. These works have
different foci, whether they are history or science, monstrous terrors or
more mundane ones, but what they all share is the imprint of language
that has become inadequate following Chornobyl and a desire to com-
prehend a disaster’s effects through language in the face of the sublime.?

A number of texts concerning the nuclear disaster foreground this
difficulty of verbal representation or framing through fascinating meth-

For their feedback, invaluable suggestions, and crucial information, I would like
to thank the editors (Irina Anisimova, Alyssa DeBlasio, and Maria Hristova) and
anonymous reviewers of this volume, Sibelan Forrester, Grace Sewell, and Manon
van de Water. I am also grateful to Tom Roberts for the invitation to give a talk
on Chornobyl at Smith College in April 2021 that became the foundation for this
piece, and to the students in my 2020 Chornobyl course at Swarthmore College for
their enthusiasm and inspiration.

1 “But the event is still beyond any philosophical description... Someone said to me,
or maybe I read it, that the problem of Chernobyl presents itself first of all as a
problem of self-understanding” (Alexievich 2006, 129). (Translations are my own
unless otherwise noted.)

2 See Mathias (2020), for example, which explores the intersections of disaster cine-
ma and the aesthetic sublime.
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ods, and they do so not necessarily based on an author’s aesthetic choice,
but because of a pressing linguistic inability. This tension between want-
ing to understand the foundational causes of Chornobyl and seeking to
piece together a coherent narrative that considers various subjectivities
can be found across a range of texts that both predate and postdate the
nuclear disaster. Examples may be found in high and low art, in science
fiction, in pop culture, in poetry, in film, in music—indeed, everywhere.
Chornobyl’s reach is wide, but one feature of its representation lies in
this struggle to verbalize Chornobyl and what it has left in its wake, both
literally and metaphorically, in art. I have intentionally selected a range
of texts from different traditions and different eras in the thirty-year
history of the Chornobyl disaster to emphasize how this feature of some
works about Chornobyl crosses linguistic boundaries. As Hundorova
writes, “Chornobyl, a catastrophe that was perhaps for the first time on
a worldwide scale, evidences how catastrophism becomes an object of
reproduction” (Hundorova 2019, 41). The case studies featured below
illustrate how this same obsession with language recurs in texts about
Chornobyl despite the authors’ multifarious backgrounds, motivations,
and positionalities. They generate certain resonances among works that
on the surface have little in common, at least stylistically, beyond their
shared theme.

In short, in the absence of a metalanguage to discuss the disaster,
our understanding and communication are pulled apart in unusual
ways. In the texts this breakdown happens in the characters’ speech and
dialogue but operates on a conceptual level as well. When talking about
Chornobyl, we deal with radiation and a time scale that we cannot fully
conceive of individually. We can have trouble comprehending it, the ev-
er-expanding Chornobyl Zone, without being defined by it, as we have a
difficult time discussing it from within. Everything caught inside—our
relationships to others, familiar objects, the natural world, our histo-
ries—all appear different in this reshaped space and must likewise be
rendered differently in language. The process, furthermore, is ongoing.

The Chornobylian Hyperobject

Before turning to some Chornobyl texts that embody this theme of lan-
guage challenged by the nuclear event, it would be worth considering
Morton’s theory of hyperobjects in some detail, particularly because
the more we attempt to define Chornobyl, the more we exclude from
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the picture. While the concept runs the risk of spinning out and incor-
porating all sorts of phenomena, truly “hyper” and otherwise, it can
be useful when approaching Chornobyl’s physical and cultural reach.
Morton unsurprisingly deploys Chornobyl as an example several times
in Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World (Mor-
ton 2013, 33, 38, 136, 142—43, 176). As a hyperobject, Chornobyl demands
we see it as a way of being, a way of storytelling, a way of making sense.

Morton defines hyperobjects as “things that are massively distrib-
uted in time and space relative to humans” and attributes several main
properties to them, including but not limited to viscosity (“they ‘stick’
to beings that are involved with them”) and nonlocality (“any ‘local’
manifestation of a hyperobject is not directly the hyperobject”) (Morton
2013, 1). That is, a hyperobject such as Chornobyl tends to adhere to
anything it contacts—in this case both physically and conceptually. Of
course, radioactivity is operative with particles penetrating and cling-
ing to what they touch, but the idea goes further. Chornobyl generates
its obsessives and expands across many borders. It has metamorphosed
into all kinds of symbols in art and politics? Likewise, concerning non-
locality, any “local” instance of Chornobyl—for instance, its effects
on a single person or village—can never fully encapsulate its totality;
it remains a small portion and, thus, represents only a fragment of a
much bigger, dangerous reality. Of course, before turning into a hyper-
object and hypertext of different narratives, Chornobyl left its imprint
on those who experienced the immediate disaster and died as a result
from radiation sickness. It became one of the first “global event[s]” in
Hundorova’s formulation (2019, 14), and the horror of the documented
reality a cause of the unspeakable dilemma, as people worked to find the
right words to articulate what they were witnessing.*

A few other features of hyperobjects seem apposite. Facing a hy-

3 The full-scale invasion of Ukraine and the occupation of the Chornobyl and Zapor-
izhzhia nuclear power plants only further underscore this point and Chornobyl’s
symbolic weight. It is clear that Chornobyl, beyond the nuclear threat it continues
to pose, wields immense value to this day, a fact not lost on Volodymyr Zelens’kyi,
who tweeted on February 24, 2022: “Russian occupation forces are trying to seize
the #Chornobyl_NPP. Our defenders are giving their lives so that the tragedy of
1986 will not be repeated. Reported this to @SwedishPM. This is a declaration of
war against the whole of Europe” (2022). Chornobyl now becomes a site of last
resistance, the final barrier between Russia’s looming nuclear threat and the very
safety of Europe—and beyond.

4 There are many studies of Chornobyl’s transnational reach. See, for example, Kalm-
bach (2013), Kalmbach (2021), and Stephens (1995).
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perobject, the individual loses balance, and language is challenged,
“scooped out” in Morton’s terminology (2013, 6). This is not to suggest
that we cannot understand radiation poisoning, for instance. Rather,
it means that we, individually and generationally, can never know the
complete future of Chornobyl’s radioactive effects. The best we can do
is try to label and narrativize the pieces we encounter or read about. As
Morton puts it, just as we can never perceive raindrops in themselves,
only their interaction with our bodies, “because they so massively out-
scale us, hyperobjects have magnified the weirdness of things for our
inspection: things are themselves, but we can’t point to them directly”
(Morton 2013, 12). There is no way to “sum up” Chornobyl, and so we
can only ever speak of it in parts and pieces, fits and starts. This devel-
opment becomes quite evident in representations of Chornobyl, and in
fact, was readily apparent from the start as Alexievich’s Prayer demon-
strates: S sagymarcsa: nouemy o YepHoObine Mano nuuryT? Hamm mu-
caTeny MPOJO/DKAIOT MICATh O BOJHE, O CTA/IMHCKUX JIarepsix, a TyT
Mmoryar. [...] dymaere, ciydaiiHocTh? CoOpiTie 1O CHMX IHOp elié BHe
Ky/nIbTypbl. TpaBMa Ky/lbTypbl. VI eMHCTBEHHBI HAIl OTBET—MOJI-
vaHue. [...] VI3 OypyLiero BBIIISABIBAET YTO-TO, M OHO HECOPAa3MEPHO
HamuM yyscTBaM (Aleksievich 2019, 106)° Language therefore fails in
Chornobyl’s linguistic labyrinth.

The issue seems to be that we cannot consider Chornobyl, radiation,
and other hyperobjects, as Morton argues, “poised on the edge of the
abyss, contemplating its vastness,” but rather find ourselves “already
falling inside the abyss, [which is] not pure empty space, but instead
the fiery interior of a hyperobject” (Morton 2013, 160). Because of these
changed circumstances, art “becomes an attunement to [...] the de-
monic force coming from the nonhuman and permeating us: as we all
knowl[,] we have [...] been strafed by radiation” (Morton 2013, 175). Even
as we struggle to understand the decades-old nuclear abyss into which
we have been thrust, art, broadly understood, becomes a reflection of
these pieces of the Chornobylian artistic kaleidoscope and of the way it
forces us to think of language anew.

5 “Ibegan to think: Why is so little written about Chornobyl? Our writers continue to
write about the war, about Stalin’s camps, but here they’re silent. [...] Do you think
it’s a coincidence? The event is still beyond culture. The trauma of culture. And
our only answer is silence. [...] Something peeks through from the future, and it’s
completely disproportionate to our feelings.”
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Defining Chornobyl

The problem begins, most broadly, with how to define Chornobyl. Ac-
cording to the various authors, filmmakers, poets, and scholars who
have taken on the subject of Chornobyl since 1986, it is or can be seen
as, among many other things, a nuclear disaster, acceleration, sarcoph-
agus, silence/sound, communication breakdown, conspiracy, ghost, Z/
zone, process, event, home, the end of the Soviet Union, a disruption of
the scientific process, a/the future, a monster/mutant, myth, tourist site,
heterotopia, plot device, photographic double exposure, corruption,
and apocalypse. It takes these many forms depending on the author’s
needs, which are shaped by the story they tell.

To say or think Chornobyl is a discrete historic event, even one with
significant, lasting repercussions, means to define it concretely within,
for instance, the scope 0of 1986 and the few years after. To think Chorno-
byl is (only) a nuclear disaster implies that it has a definable root cause
with relevant historical players and boundaries. To take a recent exam-
ple, Serhii Plokhy frames his engrossing Chernobyl: The History of a
Nuclear Catastrophe as follows: “This book is a work of history—in fact,
it is the first comprehensive history of the Chernobyl disaster from the
explosion of the nuclear reactor to the closing of the plant in December
2000 and the final stages in the completion of the new shelter over the
damaged reactor in May 2018” (Plokhy 2018, xiv). The subtitle empha-
sizes this totalizing view: The [author’s emphasis] History of a Nuclear
Catastrophe.® Throughout the book, Plokhy examines Chornobyl’s key
players, political contexts, the role of nuclear energy in the Soviet Un-
ion, and other topics. He suggests that the “further we move in time
from the disaster, the more it seems like a myth—and the more difficult
it becomes to grasp its real-life roots and consequences” (Plokhy 2018,
xv). While the facts should be recuperated for the historical record, this
“myth” must also be excavated, for it reveals just as much about what
Chornobyl meant, means, and will come to mean to those who experi-
enced it, as well as those who respond to it artistically. In fact, as Kate
Brown has pointed out in a review of Chernobyl, Plokhy uses Alexie-
vich’s hybrid text as a source, despite the fact that the Nobel laureate’s
“books are not history but literature with composite characters drawn

from dozens of interview subjects” (Brown 2019b, 1028). Chornobyl has

6 The first English translation of Alexievich’s book deploys the same strategy, likely
implemented by the publisher, to claim authority: The [author’s emphasis] Oral His-
tory of a Nuclear Catastrophe (2006).
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come to represent a great deal more than simply a mid-1980s nuclear ac-
cident, and its cultural fallout tells us much about how people all around
the world have attempted to grapple with its many meanings.

Taking a different approach than Plokhy, Brown in Manual for Sur-
vival: A Chernobyl Guide to the Future (2019a) sees the nuclear disaster
as an acceleration—a piece of broader technogenic and existential con-
cerns. As an acceleration, Chornobyl becomes a process with a velocity
and a long future ahead of it:

Calling Chernobyl an “accident” is a broom that sweeps away the
larger story. Conceiving of the events that contaminated the Pripyat
Marshes as discrete occurrences blurs the fact that they are connect-
ed. Instead of an accident, Chernobyl might better be conceived of
as an acceleration on a time line of destruction or as an exclamation
point in a chain of toxic exposures that restructured the landscape,
bodies, and politics. (Brown 2019a, 142)

This approach asks us to consider Chornobyl within a wide scope of
intertwining issues without clear boundaries: technology, politics, on-
going health concerns, waste, global mid-century nuclear testing, and
so on. To be sure, plenty of historical accounts, including that of Plokhy,
do take this intersectional approach, but the framing is substantively
different.

For all these reasons, I would like to suggest that we draw a firm line
between Chornobyl is, on the one hand, and Chornobyl as, on the oth-
er. Seeing Chornobyl, for example, as a kaleidoscope or as a labyrinth
(as Sarah Phillips has called it on her syllabus devoted to the disaster)
strikes me as much more productive when giving shape to this thing
known as Chornobyl. Chornobyl as allows for the development of its
metaphoric meanings to take shape across time. This is what writers
and artists who take up the Chornobyl theme do in their art, and, as will
be demonstrated below, they often do so by interrogating how language
can function in the post-Chornobyl world. What it represents, both ret-
roactively as part of Brown’s acceleration and post facto as a metaphor
for people’s experiences, comes into shape from this perspective and
brings us insights into how and why a number of Chornobyl-related
texts engage with the theme of a language struggling to make sense of
how words function in these new circumstances.
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The Detritus of Language in Roadside Picnic’
Curiously, one of Chornobyl’s key pre-texts, the Strugatskii Brothers’
Roadside Picnic (Piknik na obochine, 1972), demonstrates that this ten-
dency took shape long before 1986. It might also explain why—beyond
the shared Zone concept—their novel has been so firmly attached to the
Chornobyl myth. Roadside Picnic deals with the aftermath of an extra-
terrestrial visit that leaves six strange Zones around the world. Each of
these spaces is littered with often dangerous alien artifacts and areas of
varying size that defy physics. The protagonist, Redrick “Red” Schu-
hart, is a stalker, a man who plunders a Zone in Canada to sell artifacts
he finds (what some suspect to be the aliens’ trash), making a danger-
ous living on the black market. The novel details some of his journeys
into the Zone, the politics of this world, and the existential questions
the Visit raises. One of the more remarkable phenomena, however, is
the way the dead, buried in cemeteries there, begin returning to their
homes. One such zombie is Red’s father, who resides in their apartment
along with Red’s wife and his daughter, who is nicknamed Monkey for
her animal-like appearance—yet another unexplained consequence of
the aliens’ visit. What happens in the Zone is bizarre, but how the space
creeps out into the world is just as fascinating. In this way, it echoes
Chornobyl’s effects. Physical boundaries such as the so-called sarcopha-
gus that encapsulates the ruined reactor at Chornobyl and the Exclusion
Zone (also translated as the Zone of Alienation) prove just as permeable
as the words used to describe them; the Zone resists both physical and
linguistic containment despite our best efforts” Clearly the most reso-
nant connection between the Strugatskiis’ novel and Chornobyl (as well
as Andrei Tarkovskii’s 1982 adaptation, Stalker [Stalker]) is the concept
of the Zone, but the symbolic resonances run deeper.®

Most significant for the present discussion is how the relationship
between Monkey, Red, and his father in Roadside Picnic foregrounds
the rupture of language after a catastrophe on the scale of the Visit or,
indeed, Chornobyl. In the middle of the night, after hearing a strange
noise during one of his journeys into the Zone, Red npocuyncst ot Ta-
KOT0 e 3BYKa, TOCK/IMBOTO ¥ JJIMHHOTO, 00MMpast, Kak Bo cHe. TOIbKO
3TO 6B He COH. DTO Kpuyaaa Maprhiiika [...] a ¢ gpyroro KoHIja foma

7 Consider Hundorova (2019, 44-45) on the subject of such distortions in the mean-
ings of words post-Chornobyl.
8 The term 30Ha (zone) also refers to prison camp spaces.
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OTKJIMKA/ICS 6atTs, OUYeHb MOXOXKe, TaK JKe JJIMHHO U CKPUIIydYe, TOMb-
KO ellje ¢ KaKMM-TO KioKoTaHueM (Strugatskie 2018,215-16)2 In Red’s
mind, the two noises are inextricably connected, as the Zone seeps out
into the rest of the world and infects his family unit: his collection of
alien waste has led to his daughter’s unfathomable mutation and his
father’s ghastly half-resurrection. In other words, the horror and mys-
tery of the Zone’s interior expands into his home. At the same time, Red
cannot help but transport images and memories of his domestic sphere
into the Zone when he recalls them on his expeditions, as in this scene
where the two spaces intertwine. Red therefore comes to be trapped
between two damaged generations, who have been transformed by the
Zone, and between two equally transformed spaces; he furthermore
lacks the ability to mediate between them with a common language, and
he recognizes the difficulty with which he tries to recognize his own life:
Tocnonu, fa roe xe cmoBa-To, Mpiciu Mou re? (Strugatskie 2018, 252).°
The Zone not only changes relationships between close relatives; it de-
fines, complicates, and inhibits communication between them. Here,
the family unit with its unintelligible noises made by the daughter and
father represents a terrible symptom of the catastrophic, Zone-induced
linguistic collapse, one which we see in other representations and ac-
counts of Chornobyl proper, such as those gathered by Alexievich. The
grandfather-corpse and the child-mutant scream at/to each other in the
broken language of the Visit’s aftermath, and Red, much like the reader
and the post-Chornobyl subject, lacks the means of communication to
understand it all or to respond in a manner that feels appropriate.

This impossibility of language—that is, the challenge of understand-
ing and representing what happened after the Visit without a metalan-
guage that articulates the relationship between the catastrophe and the
communities it affects—is likewise emblematic of the Chornobyl dis-
aster. It is no wonder, then, that the Strugatskiis’ novel, which predates
Chornobyl by some fourteen years, has become such a fundamental
component of its cultural impact: People—neither in the novel nor in
the post-Chornobyl world—can speak of the Zone without recogniz-

9 “He’d been awakened, horror-struck, by the same sound, mournful and drawn out,
as if from a dream. Except that it wasn’t a dream. It was the Monkey screaming |...]
and his father was responding from the other side of the house—very similarly,
with creaking drawn-out cries, but with some kind of added gurgle” (Strugatsky
2012, 163).

10 “My Lord, where are my words, where are my thoughts?” (Strugatsky 2012, 191).
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ing that they are part of it, part of a world that has been contaminated
to differing degrees by radionuclides on a massive scale. This, in turn,
can lead to the rupture of language, as there is no attaining the global
perspective necessary to speak about it from without. The characters in
Roadside Picnic, as with Chornobyl’s survivors and artists, suffer from
an inability to put into language, among much else, how their relation-
ships to themselves and to others have been reshaped by the Zone. Like
Chornobyl, the Visit’s detritus breaks down previous modes of com-
munication. Because of this new reality, new health, new physics, new
timescale, and, through its constant presence that prevents distance,
it hampers the possibility of finding new, healthy forms of expression.
In turn, artistic or linguistic representation becomes challenging, and
numerous responses to the Zone, both in the Strugatskiis’ novel and in
our so-called post-Chornobyl world, are rendered as part of a cycle of
linguistic rupture with often competing narratives. We see this dynam-
ic play out in, for example, the heroic perspectives of Danila Kozlovskii’s
2021 film Chernobyl: Abyss (Chernobyl’) and Craig Mazin’s 2019 HBO
limited series, the folklore-infused children’s book Radiant Girl (2008)
by Andrea White, and Volodymyr Iavorivs’kyi’s Ukrainian novel Maria
and Wormwood at the End of the Century (Mariia z polynom u kintsi
stolittia, 1987), or the poetry of Lina Kostenko, Natalka Bilotserkivets,
and Liubov’ Sirota."

The Meltdown of Language in Chornobyl Texts

In certain texts devoted to Chornobyl, this complication manifests itself
in a variety of ways. One key element seen in very different genres and
texts is the tension between, on the one hand, representing Chorno-
byl as a metaphor and, on the other, presenting it in the precise lan-
guages of science and history.”” Take Mike Kraus’s Prip’Yat: The Beast
of Chernobyl (2013), an American military sci-fi-horror novella about
two Russian spetsnaz officers and two Ukrainian teenagers’ encounter
with a radioactive monster in the area surrounding the Chornobyl pow-
er plant. While Kraus’s primary intent, apparently, is to entertain with

11 On the subject of folklore as it relates to Chornobyl, see Fialkova (2001).

12 This tension, of course, is also present in Ukrainian literature, as Hundorova’s book
ably demonstrates. See Hundorova (2019, 46) for specific examples, but also the
entire section on “Chornobyl and Postmodernism” for a general picture (1-47).
For another excellent overview of Chornobyl’s impact on Ukrainian literature, see
Onyshkevych (1989).
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this patently ridiculous story, there is a competing discourse that runs
through the book. For instance, in the narrator’s introduction, a passage
devoted to the historical record is set alongside a subsequent passage
that blurs fact, fantasy, and rumor:

On April 26, 1986, at approximately 1:23 a.m. Moscow time, reactor
number four of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant exploded. The
explosion was devastating enough that it utterly destroyed the reac-
tor casing and caused chains of explosions throughout the building,
decimating all hopes of containment. When compared with the ra-
dioactive material released by the bombing of Hiroshima, Japan, the
explosion at Chernobyl released four hundred times more radioac-
tive material into the atmosphere. (Kraus 2013, 1)

Unofficially, rumors are still spoken about the monsters of Prip’Yat
that supposedly roam the streets at night, preying on the few unfor-
tunates who dare trespass on their domain. Of the few vagabonds
and miscreants who have entered the city under the cover of dark-
ness to steal what valuables still remain, few ever make a second trip.
Their stories are not easily extracted, and they spend the rest of their
days living in mortal fear of the darkness. (Kraus 2013, ii)

Such opposing, parallel passages are common in the book: Kraus’s nar-
rator dutifully informs the reader about the history of Chornobyl or
of the soldiers’ guns, only to follow these scientific and historical ac-
counts with a story involving rumors, violence, limbs torn oft a Russian
military officer, an international conspiracy, and a migrating beast who
feeds on radioactive waste left at nuclear stations around the world.
This novella is, of course, on the one hand, simply a storytelling de-
vice. On the other hand, it bespeaks the broader pull between wanting
to view Chornobyl as a historical event and as a pliable metaphor. The
monster is massive and shapeless, more of a shadow than a substance.
Though not consistently, the narrator emphasizes how the radioactive
beast often silently stalks its prey, as if embodying not only the radiation
that has claimed so many lives but also the cover-up that followed. The
monster represents a different way of knowing, of thinking about Chor-
nobyl. If we set aside the horror-action clichés and appropriation of the
disaster—perhaps a tall order given the stakes—this silence also speaks
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to the eventual drop in attention to Chornobyl’s victims, the sense of
loss and displacement experienced by its survivors, the ever-present but
unseen nature of the radiation. This absurd story still reveals impor-
tant aspects of Chornobyl’s reception, as well as how it is represented
through language. The story does so precisely by emphasizing the limits
of linguistic resources, the silences that reverberate around Chornobyl
because words often do not suffice.

A similar process is at work in Michael Marder and Anais Tondeur’s
Chernobyl Herbarium: Fragments of an Exploded Consciousness (2016),
an ambitious project of a very different nature. This time the creators
are interested in the natural-scientific rather than historical record; de-
spite this difference, the reader still witnesses how language struggles to
function within the Chornobylian hyperobject at large. Conceived as a
collaboration that pairs Marder’s philosophical musings on Chornobyl
and Tondeur’s photograms of plants taken in the Zone, the Herbarium
aims to “think the unthinkable and represent the unrepresentable,” be-
cause “the trauma of Chernobyl has not been worked through in the
absence of a consciousness appropriate to the task of representing it”
(Marder 2016, 11). Marder offers “fragments” of a “consciousness” in his
meditations on climate, radiation, his personal encounter with Chorno-
byl as a child, and related topics, while Tondeur’s art, produced by plac-
ing radioactive plant matter from the Exclusion Zone onto light-sen-
sitive paper, “liberates luminescent traces without violence, avoiding
the repetition of the first, invisible event of Chernobyl and, at the same
time, capturing something of it” (Marder 14). Put differently, the photo-
grams are meant to speak to what happened to nature surrounding the
nuclear site—and beyond—without needing to use the violent language
that we often see in depictions of Chornobyl. This occurs by virtue of
the fact that Tondeur allows nature to stand for itself, at least in theory.
There are no descriptions here that speak of the explosions at the plant,
or the radiation poisoning that wreaked havoc on people’s bodies or
made a woodland into the infamous Red Forest.” The overall goal, then,
is to overcome the linguistic difficulties that Chornobyl and modernity
thrust upon us, to accept Chornobyl’s disruptions by turning to plant
life and allowing it to speak for itself via the medium of the photogram,
getting away from the human:

13 The area surrounding Chornobyl was nicknamed the Red Forest after the pine trees
there absorbed massive levels of radiation and turned a burnt red color.
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Plants’ living forms are their semantic structures. The human pro-
duction of meaning is inevitably belated, supplementary, superadded
to whatever we interpret, though, from our perspective, it stands out
as the essential (in effect, the only) semantic construction. [...] There
is also, in Tondeur’s plants, an excess of meaning, untethered to cul-
tural, scientific, or other human constructions and related, instead,
to the history of their growth in radioactive soil. (Marder 2013, 20)

In other words, the plants are supposed to offer their own “language,” a
discourse unavailable to humans. And yet, that familiar tension arises:

Linum usitatissimum, Photogram on rag paper, 2011-2016

Exclusion Zone, Chernobyl, Ukraine — Radiation level: 1.7 microsieverts/h

Figure 1: Caption from photogram (Marder 2013, 13)

Monadelphia decaudria, Photogram on rag paper, 2011-2016

Exclusion Zone, Chernobyl, Ukraine — Radiation level: 1.7 microsieverts/h

Figure 2: Caption from photogram (Marder 2013, 15)

The plants and their speaking, meaningful silence are meant to stand
alone, but each image nonetheless bears a tag with the plant’s scientific
name, origin, and radiation level. The impulse to catalog, to identify, to
understand in anthropocentric terms is, it seems, too great to overcome
even in this well-intended and otherwise successful project. It thus rep-
resents a combination of three competing discourses: Marder’s philos-
ophy, Tondeur’s cameraless photography, and the scientific language of
Linnaeus, layered atop the vegetation. Like Kraus’s historicizing, this la-
belling of the plants is at odds with the Herbarium’s stated purpose, and
in this sense, at least, it embodies a clash of languages in this attempt to
make sense of the disaster. It becomes another effort to pin down and
capture the essence of Chornobyl and its timeline in a way that will be
familiar. Marder’s choice is all the more ironic since in his Plant-Think-
ing: A Philosophy of Vegetal Life he offers a critique of the taxonomic
method’s reduction of plants to names and places in a system (Marder
2013, 4-5).

The Zone-inflected screams of the pre-Chornobyl Roadside Picnic
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and the competing discourses of the Herbarium and an American sci-
ence-fiction novel all speak to a shared struggle to sufficiently represent
Chornobyl’s disastrous consequences and realities through language.
Of course, writers and filmmakers have also undertaken similar ex-
plorations closer to the source. For instance, Sergei Kurginians play
Compensation: A Liturgy of Fact (Kompensatsiia: liturgiia fakta, 1987)
considers how language was immediately reshaped after April 26, 1986,
by virtue of both the shocking nature of the disaster itself and the con-
comitant state media control. Compensation was never actually pub-
lished in the original Russian, but its immediacy grants it more signifi-
cance in the history of Chornobyl’s mythology and cultural reception.*
As Kurginian writes in the prologue, “My acquaintance with [Moscow
psychologist Adol’ph Uli’ianovich] Kharash’s materials and conversa-
tions with him became the stimulus to write this play, this collage [...].
The speeches, the words of the characters are authentic documents and
have deliberately not been subjected to artistic interpretation” (Kurgin-
ian 1995, 340). Like Iurii Scherbak’s Chernobyl: A Documentary Story
(Chornobyl’, 1987), Compensation is a precursor to Alexievich’s Voices
in its blending of various narratives derived from interviews with sur-
vivors. This “collage” approach, which varies in these authors’ hands,
might also speak to the attempt to attain meaning by gathering as many
tongues and perspectives as possible.”

The cast is made up of the Voice on the Radio (played by Kurginian
in its original run), a Psychologist, and six liquidators, that is, people
somehow associated with Chornobyl’s clean-up. There is no plot to
speak of, only scenes joined together by characters, voices, recurring

14 According to Marina Volchkova, an actress at Kurginian’s Moscow theater, the play
was never printed in Russian, and the manuscript is housed in the theater’s ar-
chives (personal communication, April 20, 2020). Theater scholar Attilo Favorini
explains: “I came across Alma Law’s review of Compensation at the time my admin-
istrative assistant’s collegiate daughter, Carolyn [Kelson], was in Moscow working
on her undergraduate Slavic Studies degree. It seemed to be a win-win situation:
Carolyn had found a worthy capstone project for her research and my book would
benefit from a classy inclusion, her translation of Compensation. As it turned out,
Carolyn was in need of help to bring the translation up to the necessary standards,
help provided by a pair of Pitt graduate students, Alex and Helen Prokhorov, who
were duly credited in the publication. Kurginian was delighted” (personal commu-
nication to Manon van de Water, September 17, 2020).

15 See Lenart-Cheng’s (2020) examination of Alexievich’s use of individual and col-
lective memories in her work within the context of debates regarding historical
memory in the post-Soviet world.



REPRESENTATIONS OF CHORNOBYL 144

motifs, and an austere atmosphere. The characters, each in their own
way, are in shock, struggling to express their thoughts clearly. The play
is divided up into a prologue and seventeen episodes with conversations
that are cut up as topics shift unexpectedly. The Voice occupies a strange
role: it is tied to the idea of propaganda in the Soviet Union through its
association with media control, and yet it seems to know and express
just as little as the Liquidators; at times it even supports them in their
disclosure of the so-called “truth.”

Here, too, is the second communicative breakdown—the amnesiatic
trauma of Chornobyl. The horror of the accident has rendered memory
either broken or too difficult to recall, so there is little hope of piecing
together the narrative in words. Furthermore, another device of the play
has the Voice prompting and generating the Liquidators’ lines: “inform
you? [...] You could say that, inform. [...] I am sorry that I am cry-
ing, I don’t even know myself, why I'm telling you all this... [...] Yes,
gaps... in memory... I wanted to say something important... [...] Was
too shocked? [...] Yes, shocked” (Kurginian 1995, 346-47). Language,
as in Roadside Picnic, becomes fragmented and their utterances only
copies of what others say; an authority figure feeds them these words.
If the characters, allegedly based on real people, cannot recall exactly
what has happened to them, then how can this “Liturgy of Fact” ever be
successful? In these ways, the experience of Chornobyl cannot be fully
articulated.

The play also highlights strikingly how the meaning of specific words
has shifted, thus changing how we can talk about Chornobyl using an
existing language. After the Voice’s brief introductory remarks come
several references to the works of Thomas Mann, Dante Alighieri, Fedor
Dostoevskii and Walt Whitman:

PsYCHOLOGIST: The Child asked, “What is grass?”

VOICE ON THE RADIO: Walt Whitman.

PSYCHOLOGIST: What could I answer the child?... What could I
answer the child?

VOICE ON THE RADIO: So, well said?

Mousic.

FIRST: The child asked, “What is grass? And brought me his hand-
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fuls of grass. What could I answer the child? (Kurginian 1995, 341)*

These lines, of course, come from the sixth part of Whitman’s Song of
Mpyself. Later, bits of the poem are interspersed throughout the play,
as the First Liquidator, among others, becomes fixated on Whitman’s
words and repeats them periodically, as if trying to recuperate a lost lan-
guage and culture: “Or maybe it is a handkerchief from God” (Kurgin-
ian 145). The primary reason may be obvious, but it is worth stating:
Post-Chornobyl grass is no longer grass. What grass is, means, repre-
sents cannot be the same after it has absorbed all that radiation, so the
child’s simple question is completely transformed, turned inside out. In
these circumstances, what was once explained—if certainly complicat-
ed by Whitman’s questions in Song of Myself—gains greater, darker va-
lency. Language is not up to the challenge, as the everyday, the natural
turns horrific. This thought remains inexpressible, because it is so novel,
because it is so shocking, because we are not able to describe Chornobyl
in such terms, and, most importantly, because who would want to talk
about the terror of grass to a child? The radiated grass—a symptom of
the Chornobylian hyperobject—is right in front of us, but the First Lig-
uidator can no longer express its new essence.

Conclusion

For one final case study, I turn to some scenes from the 2011 film In-
nocent Saturday (V subbotu, 2011) by Aleksandr Mindadze. The chal-
lenge of language after Chornobyl, after all, is not limited to literary
texts and photography, but also manifests itself in other media. The
film, which could not be more different from the recent HBO miniseries
or Kozlovskii’s heroics-focused dramatization, essentially begins as an
action movie with the minor Party member Valerii’s desperate attempts
to flee Prypiat with his ex-girlfriend, Vera, after the explosions at the
plant.” However, a number of events prevent them from leaving and,
much to the viewer’s frustration, Valerii winds up at a wedding where
his former band is performing.® There, the plot becomes mired, and

16 Compare part six of Whitman’s Song of Myself: “A child said What is the grass?
Fetching it to me with full hands; / How could I answer the child? I do not know
what it is any more than he” (Whitman 2004, 8).

17 For a consideration of the film as an “existential action movie,” see Lindbladh
(2012).

18 Several weddings took place in the area on April 26, 1986. For more details, see
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Mindadze focuses on his characters’ relationships and interactions for
the remainder of the film. On a symbolic level, Valerii’s unwillingness
to act, complicated by his being a Party member, is related to the inabil-
ity of overcoming the Soviet past. Lingering traumas provide no models
for how to behave or speak; he responds only with silence, frustration,
and resignation before state power—here embodied by the ruined nu-
clear plant.

As with the grass in Compensation, everything is being rewritten
before Valerii’s eyes in real time: his relationships, his life, his job.
Everything gains new meaning and, thus, must be expressed differently.
But he is not prepared to do so. All he can manage at this point, swept
up in a dance line, is a primal scream, an expression of his inability
(or unwillingness) to communicate the gravity of the situation to those
present but unaware. He is compelled to join the guests in their celebra-
tion, and he can only sway violently, because his desperation and anger
cannot find another outlet, least of all a verbal one. He glances back at
his friends, as if wishing to communicate something meaningful, but
no words emerge from his lips.

Figure 3: Scene from Innocent Saturday

Plokhy (2018, 60, 127, 135, 153), Aleksievich (2019, 87, 206), Medvedev (1992, 144),
and Shcherbak (1990, 73).
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Figure 4: Scene from Innocent Saturday

The wedding scenes all feature this carnivalesque atmosphere, embod-
ied by the cut-up shots of the guests’ legs and the lyrics to the band’s
accompanying song, which include lines such as, Bpems nper Tonbko
Brepen / Hamreit 110681 HaBcTpeuy / B ueM meno? B uem freno? B yem
neno? O6bacan!®

Figure 5: Scene from Innocent Saturday

19 “Time only moves forward to meet our love! What’s the deal? What’s the deal?
What'’s the deal? Explain!” The band here performs a cover of the Soviet band Bra-
vo’s “What’s the Deal” (“V chem delo,” 1987) released after 1986, making the ap-
pearance of the song in the film an anachronism.
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Figure 6: Scene from Innocent Saturday

Unfortunately, no explanations are forthcoming from Valerii. Much of
the second half of the film depicts his failure to communicate. He and
his friends struggle to address what is really on their minds—their re-
lationships, Valerii’s association with the Party, what to do amid the ra-
diation—even after they learn the details of the explosion from Valerii.
They bumble around the most important subjects, focusing instead on
money and their individual problems with one another. The dancing
feet in the wedding scenes mimic their language—cut up, chaotic—as
they fail to say anything meaningful. The presence of Chornobyl, how-
ever, only exacerbates the situation. Even when the groom, an old friend,
brings Valerii to the ground, Valerii cannot find the words to explain
what is happening around them, at least not until later.

Figure 7: Scene from Innocent Saturday
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The bride complains that her husband’s kisses taste metallic (a symptom
of the radiation), yet Valerii remains short on words. They lie in the
green grass, a visual reference to Whitman’s poem, with only Valerii
and the audience aware of its new substance. Instead of offering guid-
ance, Mindadze’s hero silently glares at his friends.

Bpemsi upier is the operative phrase in Vera’s song.> Early in the film,
after being shown the wreckage at the plant by a superior, Valerii flees
the site, and a long tracking shot follows him:

Figure 8: Scene from Innocent Saturday

It is all framed in such a way that it seems he cannot escape the threat-
ening nuclear plant. No matter how fast he flees, the plant looms behind
him as if time and space have been frozen. Looking at it as a hyperob-
ject, as a contaminant that goes far beyond any local time and place,
Chornobyl devours Valerii’s life, and he cannot express this shift in
words to those closest to him. At the end of the film, too, we see this
dynamic play out as the action returns to this setting. Mindadze cuts
unexpectedly from a scene where Valerii dances despondently with the
bride and groom to one where he wakes up on a boat, perhaps expecting
to be heading to safety, but his face registers the shock of seeing the
plant’s smoking tower above him instead:

P »
20 “Time moves.
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Figure 9: Scene from Innocent Saturday

Amid his bandmates’ hysterical laughter, he lifts his tiny fist to Chorno-
byl in a clear allusion to Aleksandr Pushkin’s poem The Bronze Horse-
man (Mednyi vsadnik, 1833), in which the hero, Evgenii, a malen’kii
chelovek,” curses the famed statue of Peter the Great in St. Petersburg
in a fit of rage after a flood sweeps away his beloved. In response, the
statue seems to come to life, chases Evgenii through the empty city, and
causes him to go mad. For Mindadze, we must read and view Chornobyl
as power: a threat that is at once political, existential, and ecological,
and that in each case requires a new language to combat or represent it,
but which evades Valerii. He can only make a futile gesture of protest
against Chornobyl—the new monumental symbol of state hubris. Min-
dadze’s ending suggests that just as Evgenii represented the sacrifice
of the “little people” in building St. Petersburg and the costs of Peter’s
imperial ambitions, so, too, does Valerii stand for the sacrifice of Soviet
people to state power.

21 “A little person”—a character type that appears in Russian realist literature in the
nineteenth century. The term describes someone of low social status without any
heroic or other remarkable characteristics.
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Figure 11: Igor’ Ershov’s 1947 etching, “A.S. Pushkin’s ‘Bronze Horseman’ (“‘Mednyi
vsadnik’ A.S. Pushkina”)
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How do we then escape, or at the very least understand, the Chornobyl
labyrinth? Morton would suggest that we cannot, not really. There is
no getting beyond the hyperobject, something in which we are trapped
and which far exceeds our usual timescales. Rather, Chornobyl’s mul-
tivalence implies that we might instead strip away the belief that Chor-
nobyl is a single event capable of being encapsulated by any single “is”
definition. Instead, its weight lies in its conceptual power and flexibility,
which have clearly generated massive effects and harm on so many peo-
ple. As a shifting process, as a metaphor, its contours and effects begin
to take shape before us. The kaleidoscopic view opens up new vistas and
can account for the broken language after Chornobyl, if there can be an
“after Chornobyl” at all. Valerii’s tower, the plant, the wreckage—they
are all inescapable, but there is also something to be said for exploring
Chornobyl’s mythology in process and from within the beast itself, even
if, as these artists reveal, language sometimes falls short.
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A Terrible Kaleidoscope: The Anthropocene Lyric in
Chornobyl Poetry

Haley Laurila

THE development of nuclear power in the Soviet Union reached its apex
in the 1970s and 1980s, when Soviet science was at the forefront of nu-
clear technology. Model cities, called atomogrady,’ were constructed as
visions of a techno-scientific utopia promising a bright future. The ex-
plosion at Chornobyl in 1986 exposed not only the fallibility of the Sovi-
et nuclear project, but also the fallacy that humankind controls nuclear
power.> Chornobyl became not just a local but a global catastrophe,
underscoring the precarity of a shared future on this planet. Although
countries such as Ukraine have experienced the consequences of nucle-
ar disaster most acutely, the “millennial futures” of radioactive waste
affect us all (Hecht 2018, 111). The Anthropocenic dimensions of nuclear
disaster found vivid expression in Ukrainian Chornobyl poetry, the au-
thors of which discovered “creative and instructive ways of placing the
human at the scene of ecological breakdown” to expose uncomfortable
truths about nuclear power (Bristow 2015, 108). In anticipating an apoc-
alyptic future, these poets locate nuclear disaster within a larger con-
text of man-made ecological destruction. Chornobyl poetry “conjures
the peculiarly wrought (and fraught) intimacies of the Anthropocene”
through an awareness of deep time in which “teleological temporali-
ty” becomes “more pliable and open,” and where personal and geologic

1 atomic cities

2 The Ukrainian spelling of “Chornobyl” is used predominantly in keeping with re-
quests by the Ukrainian government to restore original spellings upon gaining in-
dependence. References may still use the Russian spelling of “Chernobyl.” The same
applies for “Kyiv” and “Prypiat.”
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memory collapse and thicken temporal experience (Farrier 2019, 8, 25).
This article examines the poetry of Ivan Drach, Lina Kostenko, and Ok-
sana Zabuzhko to show how their representations of Chornobyl engage
with the Anthropocene avant la lettre to describe humanity’s precarity
in this epoch.

Anthropocene Debates

The “Anthropocene,” a term coined by Paul Crutzen and Eugene Sto-
ermer, refers to the current geological epoch marked by distinct man-
made changes (Crutzen ¢ Stoermer 2000, 17-18). The Anthropocene is
presented as an apocalypse of intensifying environmental devastation.
Anthropocene time and space are vast and thick, and its catastrophes
are entangled and immense, embodying what Rob Nixon calls the “slow
violence” of invisible and gradual environmental crises (Nixon 2011, 2).
While the beginnings of the epoch are still debated, several scholars
trace the Anthropocene to the Atomic Age due to the planetary im-
pact of radiation (Waters et al. 2016)2 Soviet versions of the concept
circulated in scientific circles but had limited influence given the “hy-
perbolic Promethean (and utopian) tradition in Russian and Soviet sci-
ence” (Brookes ¢ Fratto 2020, 9).* What the precursors demonstrate is
that the Soviet Union (and imperial Russia before it) was a place where
“thinking on the Anthropocene was done,” where thoughts about the
long-term effects of human activity were conceived (Brookes ¢ Fratto
2020, 12). It is important to note, as Clive Hamilton and Jacques Gri-
nevald explain, that what differentiates the Anthropocene is its urgency
and alarm—it is a rupture, and previous scientists could never have
anticipated the extreme scale of environmental harm that we now face
(Hamilton & Grinevald 2015, 61-62). Yet the term “Anthropocene” has
not penetrated Slavic culture as thoroughly as it has the West. Vladimir
Vuleti¢ and Eni Buljubasi¢ note that even two decades after its intro-
duction, the term does not circulate widely in academic communities in

3 For the context of this discussion, I consider the Anthropocene to begin in the
Atomic Age and the development of the atomic bomb.

4 Aleksei Pavlov used the term antropogen in 1922 to describe the dominance of hu-
man activity on earth, and his colleague Vladimir Vernadskii proposed the idea of
the biosfera (later altered to noosfera), to denote the geological impact of human-
kind on earth (Brookes & Fratto 2020). However, as Hamilton and Grinevald point
out, the scientific foundations of pre-Anthropocene thought on this subject ex-
panded toward an optimistic metaphysics whereas the Anthropocene is concerned
with abrupt and irrevocable change (Hamilton & Grinevald 2015, 66).
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Eastern Europe. They also report that coverage of the Anthropocene in
the media, with few exceptions, is largely neutral due to a “lack of inter-
est” in issues that may potentially impede economic and industrial de-
velopment (Vuleti¢ and Buljubasi¢ 2021, 141). Many of these countries
are still navigating old and new traumas and conflicts in the post-Soviet
world.

Detractors of the “Anthropocene” take issue with the imprecision
of the term. For historian T.J. Demos, the term “makes us all complic-
it” and erroneously negates the contributions of military, corporate,
and state enterprises to ecological crises (Demos 2017, 17). Eileen Crist
warns that the Anthropocene recreates a narcissistic narrative of pro-
gress in its projections of a utopian techno-scientific future in which we
forge ahead bravely to solve all climate change woes (Crist 2013, 140).
Similarly, environmental historian Jason W. Moore argues for the term
“Capitalocene” as a means of accounting for the transformation of the
environment into “Cheap Natures” for exploitation under capitalism
(Moore 2017, 611). Gabrielle Hecht acknowledges that although these
perspectives animate the conversation, alternative terms are unlikely to
displace “Anthropocene” in any authoritative way (Hecht 2018, 111). For
Hecht, the term “offers a way of signaling human responsibility” rather
than control (Hecht 111). There is a need to address the Anthropocene
from multiple perspectives in order to temper some of its narcissistic
excess, but the term is malleable enough to accommodate the “many
stories to tell, and many ways of telling them,” necessary to adequately
articulate the challenges we face as a global community (Hecht 112).
The poets in this article envision the disaster not only as an accident
but, as Kate Brown suggests, “as an acceleration on a time [sic] line of
destruction or an explanation point in a chain of toxic exposures that
restructured the landscape, bodies, and politics” (Brown 2019, 142).

In the poetry of Drach, Kostenko, and Zabuzhko, the nuclear imag-
inary unleashes a new Anthropocenic one. All three belong to a strong
tradition of state criticism within Ukrainian poetry and are united in
their resistance to the power of the Soviet state: “They were innovators
practicing pure poetics, searching to discover new artistic values in the
context of the national theme in particular” (Kharkhun 2019, 175). All
three poets recognized Chornobyl’s significance for Ukrainian inde-
pendence, and as observers of life and witnesses to the misuse of state
power, they were acutely aware of the catastrophic consequences. Given
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the popularity of poetry in Ukraine, Drach, Kostenko, and Zabuzhko
use their cultural status to articulate painful revelations about our eco-
logical future.

Ivan Drach and the Nuclear Ode

The development of nuclear power in the Soviet Union was neither
linear nor monolithic, but much of the debate and anxiety around the
Soviet nuclear project was not fully elucidated for the public as it was
considered a state secret. Instead, Soviet citizens were inundated with
visions of a Soviet technological utopia centered around the idea of
mirnyi atom?’ Art and literature projected these utopian fantasies un-
der the direction of socialist realism, a state-mandated mode of cultural
production. Profiles of Soviet physicists and histories of Soviet science
circulated in the media, and “the cult of the atom had resulted in songs,
poems, novels, cartoons, and films with nuclear science as a theme”
(Fraser 2019, 135). In an interview with Svetlana Aleksievich, Valentin
Borisevich, the former head of the Belarusian Laboratory of the Insti-
tute of Nuclear Energy, recalls that ®usuku-saepuukn. .. dnura... Bee
B Bocropre nepen 6yaymum (Aleksievich 2013, 111).¢ In the 1970s, the
censorship and cultural repression of the post-Khrushchev era helped
to ensure that the “cult of the atom” and its promise of utopia was not
compromised.

The poetry of Ivan Drach offers a compelling example of the shift
that occurred between Soviet and post-Soviet attitudes toward nuclear
power in poetry. Drach was a well-known poet and screenwriter who
rose to prominence during the Khrushchev era and was at the forefront
of the dissident writers movement, the shistesiatniki’ He was an out-
spoken critic of repressive cultural mandates that limited individual

5  “the peaceful atom.” Promotion of the peaceful atom elided a long history of Soviet
nuclear accidents, atomic bomb testing, and lax public health monitoring in con-
taminated areas, all of which would be uncovered in the years after the Chornobyl
disaster.

6 “Nuclear physicists... Elites... Everyone is excited about the future.” (All transla-
tions are my own.)

7 “sixtiers.” This was an informal dissident group of anti-totalitarian Ukrainian writ-
ers who emerged in the Thaw period. Many of them had their works banned or were
themselves imprisoned or killed. Drach was outspoken about the arrests of his fel-
low poets and colleagues. After Chornobyl, the criticism leveled at the state echoed
similar struggles of the 196 0s. However, the sixtiers’ relationship to Soviet power is
more complicated (Onyshkevych 1993, 365).
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expression and lyric experimentation. His poetry is intense and com-
plex: “The whole universe takes up its abode in the poet’s heart. He tries
to understand the tragic contradictions of the epoch that gave birth to
great hopes, great accomplishments and, at the same time, spawned
fascism and the atomic bomb’s threat of destruction” (Kolinko 1977,
58). Drach’s 1974 collection, The Root and the Crown (Korin’ i krona),
featured a cycle of poems entitled “Breath of the Atomic Power Station”
(“Podikh atomnoi”) dedicated to the Chornobyl Nuclear Power Plant,
its builders, and communities around Prypiat. Ironically, these rural
communities became by default “expendable places that can be forfeited
for the sake of sustaining developed-world lifestyles” (Farrier 2019, 11).
The villages around Prypiat unwittingly shouldered the risks inherent
to life next to a nuclear power plant. After being persuaded that nucle-
ar development would benefit them, these communities—where fam-
ilies had been tending the land for generations—lost everything. The
infallibility of the atomic-powered future presented in Drach’s poetry
precluded the possibility of catastrophe. Chornobyl undermined the
promises of a bright, atomic-powered Communist future.

Drach’s cycle of poems reconciles technology and nature in a familiar
socialist realist style.! “The Legend of Polisia” (“Poliska Lehenda”) per-
sonifies the relationship between nuclear power and the environment in
a marriage between the anthropomorphized Prypiat River and Atom.
Young Prypiat figures as a nature sprite of history, born from e Bce
CTYTOHUTBD icTOpi€ro, e KoxHa 6unnHka—iede HaMm (Drach 1974, 26).9
The pika-Hapedena turns all other suitors away except Atom.” However,
she must also calm the worries of the birds and fish (Nature) who fear
the power of the Atom (Drach 1974, 26). Atom, promising prosperity, is
a Promethean figure, recalling both the hubris embodied in the original
Greek myth and the ambitions of Soviet science. Prypiat tells them not
to worry, that Atom’s love for her will ensure that their concerns will
not have been in vain, for his reactors are secure, where Hporo mMinbiioH
3aMKiB" are testament to the power of his HemoxuTHi aToMHi TpoHU

8 Drach’s relationship with socialist realism is complicated. At times he was crit-
icized for departing from official tenets, so this cycle of poems, which won him
the coveted Shevchenko National Prize in 1976, may be more representative of his
conformity in the face of pressure from the state.

9 “Where everything groans with history, where every epic spurns us”

10 “river-bride”

11 “his million locks”
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(Drach 1974, 27)."* The young river-bride will give herself in marriage
to Atom to serve her people: Xait Juinposi it Jou6acosi Atom Mmii
poromarae! (Drach 1974, 27).8 Her sacrifice resembles the duty expected
of all Soviet citizens working to build a bright Communist future. These
poems are not particularly memorable, but they do demonstrate how
poetry helped to construct the Soviet nuclear imaginary. The fact that
Soviet citizens had to be persuaded to accept the intrusion of dangerous
technologies indicates that there was an ecological, pre-Anthropocene
awareness that had to be overcome. The vanity of this cycle eventually
gave way to pointed antagonism against the Soviet state and its nuclear
legacy after Drach’s son was exposed to high levels of radiation while
treating the first Chornobyl patients in Kyiv. Drach later acknowledged
that the disaster demonstrated that all along “we were on the edge of
a precipice, an abyss, and that all our cultural efforts were a vanity of
vanities, a waste of effort, a rose under a bulldozer” (Plokhy 2018, 293).

Drach’s regrets are expressed most ominously in his post-Chorno-
byl narrative poem “The Madonna of Chornobyl” (“Chornobil’ska ma-
donna,” 1988). In Ukraine, the Madonna encompasses both the pagan
adoration of fecund Mother Earth and the religious solemnity linked
to her role as the Mother of God. Through the different incarnations
of Madonna as mother, the poem presents a multilayered moral and
philosophical reflection on the disaster. Except, as Sarah Phillips ex-
plains, Drach “inverts the archetypal representation of ‘mother with
child, substituting it with a ‘mother with no-child,” underscoring the
generational devastation in Ukrainian society (Drach 2004, 169). Sim-
ilarly, for Inna Sukhenko, Drach’s poem is a “cry made by the author
himself, by the suffering environment, Ukraine, each human, human-
ity” (Sukhenko 2018, 239). The appeals to nature and descriptions of
flora and fauna interwoven throughout the poem, invoke strong ties
to nature and a “pre-Soviet tradition of environmental respect” that
resonate deeply through Ukrainian cultural memory (Sukhenko 2014,
127)."* The close relationship to the land that had been so crucial to

12 “steadfast atomic thrones”

13 “Let my Atom help the Dnieper and Donbas.”

14 Sukhenko explains that the pre-Christian “fundamental love and adoration to-
ward nature is a central feature of the Ukrainian mentality,” one that was perverted
somewhat with the anthropocentric perspective of Christianity but is detectable
in a wide body of Ukrainian literature. For Ukrainians, the earth has always been
about life (Sukhenko 2014, 122).
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Ukrainian experience was fractured by technological and industrial
progress. Mykola Tkachuk confirms that a deep connection with na-
ture unites Ukrainian writers of Chornobyl literature and poetry: ix
o0’efHye TpariuHuit o6pas IpUpoaMu, sAKa, K K1UBA iICTOTA, BOIAE IIPO
IOIIOMOT'Y, 3acTepiraoyum MaiiOyTHI TOKOIiHHSA Bifi HEPO3BaXK/TMBOCTI,
6ynuTh rpomajchbky cifomicts (Tkachuk 2011, 56).5 Tkachuk’s assess-
ment naturally gestures toward the Anthropocene. The radiation from
Chornobyl penetrated bodies and spread into unintended spaces, prov-
ing that our man-made temporal and spatial boundaries are artificial
and porous.

The fragmented, episodic structure of the poem reflects the traumat-
ic shattering of reality, as well as the impossibility of fully explicating
the disaster’s unwieldy dimensions. At several points, Drach’s lyric sub-
ject laments this lack of words: 5 3a3mpio BciMm, y Koro € crosa. Hemae
B MeHe CiB." As is custom, the poet does find the words, but Drach’s
invocation of the topos of silence speaks to the inadequacy of language
for expressing trauma. Poets felt themselves without the language to
fully articulate this new post-Chornobyl reality and its Anthropoce-
nic horrors. In Drach’s poem, guilt suffuses the tragic presentation of
the various Madonnas, where each is a “suffering victim” and yet also
guilty, according to Larissa Zaleska Onyshkevych (Onyshkevych 1990,
283). Onyshkevych identifies a pronounced “need to blame oneself and
one’s own people for the disaster” in early Ukrainian Chornobyl poetry
that is not found in the poetry of non-Ukrainian writers (Onyshkevych
284). Through epithets of other Chornobyl poems and the voices and
other incarnations that constitute “The Madonna of Chornobyl,” Drach
presents a kaleidoscopically refracted portrait of guilt and blame that is
leveled at scientists, sons, and the Ukrainian nation.

The compulsion to speak combined with the religious context invites
a reading of the poem in terms of Walter Brueggemann’s definition of
lament. Brueggemann defines lament in opposition to a genre of praise
that “legitimates present power arrangements” and marginalizes those
struggling against that power (Brueggemann 2008, 223). He high-
lights the political and social dimensions of lament, which “in its very
utterance, is an act of resistance” against “officially legitimated truth

15 “theyare united by a tragic image of nature, which, like a living being, cries for help,
protecting future generations from recklessness, to awaken public consciousness.”

16 “T envy those who have words. There are no words in me.”



162 HALEY LAURILA

claims” (Brueggemann 2008, 223). More than an expression of grief,
the pain and anger felt by those who experience nuclear disaster offers
a powerful critique of the teleological pursuit of progress marked by
environmental exploitation. Drach is no stranger to resistance, having
been a member of the shistdesiatniki, but his poetic resistance became
explicitly political in the post-Chornobyl era. In 1989, he helped found
“Rukh,” the People’s Movement of Ukraine, which demanded Ukrain-
ian independence, the total divestment from nuclear power, and health
monitoring for Chornobyl’s victims (Plokhy 2018, 304). The need to
chronicle Chornobyl’s devastation and speak its uncomfortable truths
incited meaningful civic action as the legacy of Soviet exploitation be-
came apparent. This impulse finds nuanced expression in the Chorno-
byl poetry of Lina Kostenko and Oksana Zabuzhko.

Lina Kostenko’s Poetic Activism

Lina Kostenko is one of the most renowned and beloved Ukrainian po-
ets and a fellow member of the shistdesiatniki alongside Drach. She val-
ues lyric freedom and individual experience in opposition to the repres-
sive constraints of Soviet ideology, a perspective reflected in her poetry,
which Michael Naydan describes as “the poetry of natural language,
free from pretensions” and that “reveal[s] the deeper personal level of
experience” (Naydan 1977, 139). She was banned from publishing until
1977 because of her anti-totalitarian opinions. In her Chornobyl poet-
ry, Kostenko’s civic and lyric mission are united, much like in Drach’s
poetry. Unlike Drach, Kostenko emphasizes the global dimensions of
environmental disaster. Tetiana Filat explains that rema Yopruobus y
TBOpPAaX I10eTeCH iHOAi CTAHOBUTD OCHOBY il LIeHTp JIiPMYHOTO TIE€PEXI-
BanHsA (Filat 2018, 186).” Kostenko’s poetry employs images of nature
and Ukrainian folklore alongside her personal experiences, emotions,
and memories. She writes widely on Chornobyl, from whole poems
dedicated to the disaster to explosive fragments scattered through larg-
er works. Kostenko began visiting the Zone in the years after the dis-
aster as part of a cultural preservation initiative. Her Chornobyl poetry
serves as a record of those impressions, meetings, and observations, all
of which further strengthened the poet’s resolve to chart the devastation
of the Anthropocene.

17 “the theme of Chornobyl in the works of the poetess sometimes constitutes the
foundation and center of the lyrical experience.”
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We can see this concern explicitly referenced in Kostenko’s poem
“Flying Quatrains” (“Letiuchi katreny,” 1989). The poem reflects on the
spiritual, historical, and symbolic impacts that humans have had on the
environment, while also questioning the role of the poet. In the opening
lines, the lyric subject asks, IIo 3a moet sk miBBiKYy NsKaBCA? / 3BUKIIN
mo mpaspu Moi Bycta (Kostenko 1989a, 260)."® A truth-teller by profes-
sion, she asks if she has any right to speak the truth given that so many
poets and artists, including Kostenko, were silenced during the repres-
sive cultural environment of the Soviet era. Her hesitancy to speak re-
flects the guilt over her own, albeit imposed, complicity. However, she
does find a voice, and her criticism of nuclear power is unambiguous
and striking:

My —aToMHi 3a/I0)KHUKIU TIPOTPECY,
B)X€ B Hac HeMa Hi J1icy,
Hi Hebec.
Tak i xxuBeM—
Of] CTPeCY 1 IO CTpecy.
Aberky cMepTi MaeMO—
A E C. (Kostenko 1989a, 260)"*

The use of the word zalozhniki*> emphasizes the lack of agency people
and communities had over energy decisions, as well as the power dif-
ferential involved in the growth and expansion of the nuclear industry,
where big decisions decide the fate of entire populations. In this stan-
za, atomic progress is also associated with the disappearance of forests
and of heaven, an apocalyptic image that is particularly evocative in the
Ukrainian context where a respect for nature is culturally ingrained.
When we forsake the responsibility given to us to respect the environ-
ment, local and global communities become vulnerable and will be un-
able to shoulder the burdens of nuclear risk and further environmental
degradation. The “AEC” in the last line focuses the blame directly on the
creation of the nuclear power plant.

Kostenko approaches Chornobyl with a new understanding ini-

18 “What kind of poet is frightened for half a century? / My lips are used to the truth.”
19 “We are the atomic hostages of progress, / no longer have we forests, / nor heaven. /
So we live—/ from stress to stress. / We have the alphabet of death—/ N P P.”

20 “hostages”
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tiated by the apocalyptic repercussions and fractured precarity of the
Anthropocene epoch. The next quatrain poses several questions: Kyau
tiemo? Sxuit mumaeM cif? XT0 DaM’ATh 3MMB SK HOIIUK aKBape/IbKy?
(Kostenko 1989a, 260).” This rhetorical questioning demands that we
remember the past to reenvision the future in the face of increasing ex-
istential uncertainty. The poet, as a chronicler of the age, writes using
the perception offered by the soul: TpuBoXXHMMM yBaXKHUMM OIMMa
MOs Ayllla IOAUBUTHCA Ha BCE, including the daranpui Hacmigkm it
npuunHu> associated with events such as Chornobyl (Kostenko 1989a,
262). The perspective of the soul is in opposition to other intellectu-
alized modes of perception and explanation, against Bcinski «ismu»
i Bcinaxi «Heo»,” that are not only unhelpful in their abstraction but
also suspect for their advancement of many policies and practices that
have accelerated and intensified the human impacts on the environ-
ment (Kostenko 1989a, 263). In Kostenko’s poem, the poet is charged
with an impossible task of serving as a “biographer of the people,” with
a difficult biography of her own: Iloetu—ue 6iorpadu Hapony / a B
Hboro 6iorpadis Tspxka (Kostenko 1989a, 268).2¢ This comment echoes
an earlier statement about the possibility of speaking from a place of
trauma: IToeTn uu 3rBanTOBaHa fylIa / CIPOMOYKHA BITBHO BUMOBUTH
cnoBo? (Kostenko 1989a, 261).» “Flying Quatrains,” then, lays out Kos-
tenko’s conception of a poet’s responsibility in the Anthropocene while
grappling with her own personal emotions, exhibiting a “humility in
relationships with both human and nonhuman nature” that is often as-
sociated with ecopoetry (Bryson 2002, 6).

In “Flying Quatrains,” Kostenko consistently condemns history
for its role in heralding the arrival of the Anthropocene. History fig-
ures as a plow tearing up the land, implicitly recalling the destruction
wrought by the Soviet industrialization of agriculture: Ik cTpamHo ope
icropmunnit mwryr! (Kostenko 1989a, 263).>° The poem’s engagement
with postmodernism “manifests as a disappointment with the great im-

21 “Where are we going? What trace do we leave? Who washed away memory like
watercolors?”

22 “With anxious attentive eyes my soul will look at everything”; “fatal consequences
and reasons”

23 “all sorts of ‘isms’ and all sorts of ‘neo™

24 “Poets—biographers of the people / but he has a difficult biography”

25 “Are poets or a raped soul / capable of uttering a word freely?”

26 “How terribly the historical plough plows!”
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perial and totalitarian narratives of history along with a romantic my-
thologizing of the national history” (Hundorova 2019, 75). The destruc-
tion of earth is akin to the elision of not only the recent past, but also the
deep past from where we came. The riches contained there have been
lost, possibly irrevocably: fxi ckap6u 6ymm 6ymn i sunxnn! (Kostenko
19894, 264).” Blame is leveled on the scientists and institutions of pow-
er for loving progress Hap yce (Kostenko 1989a, 264).** The lyric sub-
ject also laments, Ypoxkis icTopii e Buumo, and wonders, Ile cannocs
mopicTBy uu Taku 6yno? (Kostenko 1989a, 264).> The guilt is implicit,
but the irony is clear, because humankind did indeed dream of grand
scientific and technological advancements while failing to account for
its consequences. Irony is also used to point out the nightmarish inver-
sion of those grand dreams. For Kostenko, irony—1ie 61mckaBka yma /
KOTpa OCBITUTD Bci mmbuuy cmucny and provokes deep contemplation
(Kostenko 1989a, 267)° The image of lightning recalls the flash of light
associated with the atomic bomb but also with notions of vision and
revelation. Referencing air pollution, Kostenko comments ironically on
spiritual contamination: lyira—enuHa Ha 3eM1i iep>kaBa / ie € cBO6o-
ma ancra sik 030H (Kostenko 1989a, 261).3' Like radiation, air pollution
also permeates space without prejudice and causes illness, cancer, and
genetic damage.

In “Flying Quatrains,” Kostenko maps environmental and cultural
breakdown throughout the poem as she details what Tamara Hundor-
ova identifies as a “profound uncertainty and distrust” of the recent
totalitarian past (Hundorova 2019, 75). Using humility and irony,
Kostenko challenges the teleological narratives promoted by the Soviet
regime through the “de-heroization of its heroic narrative” (Hundorova
2019, 66). For Kostenko, there are no heroes. Her presentation of a
post-apocalyptic landscape undercuts any ideas of victory surrounding
Chornobyl, because any victory of containment is not only misleading,
but also contaminated with “something unconscious, sensuous, and
primordially frightening” brought on by the failure of modernity and
its catastrophic “after” (Hundorova 2019, 75). In Kostenko’s poem, it is

27 “What treasures were there and vanished!”

28 “above everything”

29 “We don’t teach history”; “Is this mankind’s dream?”

30 “lightning of the mind which illuminates all the depths of thought”

31 “The soul is the only state on earth where freedom is as pure as ozone.”
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the Anthropocene that is “primordially frightening” in its refusal to be
contained either geologically or semantically.

The memory of Chornobyl and other disasters prompts us to en-
gage with a constellation of violence and catastrophe inflicted by hu-
mankind’s drive for progress. At one point, Kostenko, comments
sardonically, Meni 6 kypiHb Ha octpoBi BopHeo, implying a kind of
naive escape from impending ecological catastrophe away from states
3 nmorsagoM Topron (Kostenko 1989a, 263)3* However, there is no es-
cape, because the island is already a moniron, a testing ground or prov-
ing ground, often used for nuclear weapons testing (Kostenko 1989a,
263).3 Such devastation is often concealed, as Kostenko notes ironically,
Ckinbku pokis semsi—/ i MinbApy / i MinbiioH / a ika BOHA Ji JOCi 1e
rapHa! (Kostenko 1989a, 266).3* What makes Anthropocene disasters so
threatening is how insidiously they infiltrate even the most private and
remote spaces. Kostenko includes public health crises and chemical poi-
soning: I cmor i CHIJI i wopuuit gum bxonana (Kostenko 1989a, 266) .5
A few lines later, she remarks: He 6iittecs micu / imje He Bce mpomaso /
OcranHiit BinbHmit 3y6p / e xoputsb 1o 3emii (Kostenko 1989a, 266) .3
The “last free bison” reminds readers of the threat of mass species ex-
tinction. Kostenko also prompts readers to remember the generational
trauma inflicted by Chornobyl: Jletuts nenexa nag Yopuobunem / Hi-
KoMy pirok He Hece (Kostenko 1989a, 266).¥ Future generations will
inherit not only the increased burdens of environmental instability but
also a fraught genetic legacy. Radiation carries its own genetic risks, but
genetic memory is also affected by large-scale catastrophes, in the form
of chemicals, pollutants, and toxic substances that disrupt both ecosys-
tems and bodily systems. Kostenko’s reading of Chornobyl recasts the
Anthropocene as a moral and ethical imperative. The destruction of the

», «

32 “Iwould have a hut on the island of Borneo”; “with a view of Gorgons” (a monstrous
view)

33 The former Soviet nuclear testing site in Kazakhstan is commonly referred to as the
“Polygon.” During the Soviet period, nearby communities were purposefully kept
ignorant of the nuclear tests taking place there and were exposed to radiation for
decades.

34 “How many years of earth—/ a billion / a million / and how beautiful she still is!”

35 “And smog and A1Ds and the black smoke of Bhopal”; Bhopal refers to a 1984 ac-
cident at the Union Carbide pesticide plant in India that released thirty tons of
methyl isocyanate, a highly toxic gas, onto villages.

36 “Don’t fear the forest / not all is gone / The last free bison still walks the earth.”

37 “Astork flying over Chornobyl is not carrying a child to anyone.”
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earth is equated with the devastation of the soul and if we continue to
rely on nuclear power, Kostenko writes that even [JosuMeTpom He BIMi-
psent fosu / ToranbHoro ciuycrouenHA gyui (Kostenko 1989a, 263)3
Still, Kostenko’s deep love of nature is apparent in the delicate im-
ages of her poetry. She finds beauty in the Zone’s resurgence of wildlife,
documented through her own ecological expeditions into the Zone.
In the poem “The Rain Is like a Shower. This Day Is So Tender” (“Tsei
doshch—iak dush. Tsei den’ takyi laskavyi,” 2015), she marvels at the
rain, the wildlife, and wild gardens. We know the Zone is being de-
scribed: HYopuobune. 3ona. [IBagusare nepunit Bik (Kostenko 2015,
259). Filat reads the poem’s layered descriptions as part of the Chor-
nobyl chronotope in which time “thickens, takes on flesh, becomes ar-
tistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to the
movements of time, plot and history” (Bakhtin 1981, 84; Filat 191). The
thickening of time and history in Kostenko’s poetry captures the eerie
contradictions of the Exclusion Zone as a radioactive space in which the
flora and fauna are flourishing in the shadow of a nuclear disaster. The
ruins of the past coexist with an apocalyptic landscape that projects a
peopleless future; both intrude in our present moment to destabilize
our experience of history. Kostenko describes the rhythms of the Zone,
where lilacs bloom, mponamyioTs TiHM, and pike swim like submarines,
HEeMOB IiiBofHMIT YoBeH, and geese return every mosecHu (Kostenko
2015, 259).*> The routines of nature continue, deceiving us with their
normalcy. Part of what the Chornobyl chronotope reveals is that this
resurgence of nature is connected to the absence of people. The effects
of low-level radiation do not manifest so acutely in animals, so for them,
humans are the detrimental variable. Still, while the Earth is beautiful,
Kostenko reminds readers that not all is “safe,” particularly for humans:
JKus-6yB Hapop Hap IIpunrarrio—i suuk. / B Pymomy nici Bupocu no-
raHky, / i xogutb CMepTh, equumit Tyt rpubHukK (Kostenko 2015, 259).+
Kostenko’s “place-making” encompasses the non-human, making the
Zone feel simultaneously familiar and alien as it morphs into a place
unfit for man and with a life of its own. Tom Bristow explains that this

38 “With a dosimeter you cannot measure the total devastation of the soul.”

39 “Chornobyl. Zone. Twenty-first century.”

40 “break through the mud”; “like submarines”; “every spring”

41 “People once lived over Prypiat—and disappeared. / In the Red Forest, toadstools
grew, / and Death, the only mushroom picker, walks here...”
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is characteristic of the “place perception” of Anthropocene lyricism,
where “place is felt as it is encountered as being lived out by others, by
more than ourselves” (Kostenko 2015, 7).

The poem “There Are Lakes in a Handful of Valleys” (“Stoiat’ ozera
v prygorshchakh dolyn,” 1989) continues this theme with a haunting
image of invisible danger: Manuna cmie... I Ha Bce, Ha Bce / JlArae
U1 90pHOOMIbCbKOI Tpacy / Poca—sK cMepTHMIT INT Ha TpaBax,
Ha ropixax (Kostenko 1989¢, 544).** The houses— Haii6inbiie cTpoH-
nilo—y crpixax—are also contaminated (544).#* Xrto Le kasas, II0
crpixu—rpaguniiui? she adds sarcastically (Kostenko 1989c¢, 544).4
The next lines present a contrasting scene of idyllic paradise: Pika. ITa-
natka. O3epo. Kypiub. / Abopurenn ocrposa Hapii. / Boconix mirku
6irarors Mani (Kostenko 1989c¢, 545).4 The distance between an irradi-
ated village and carefree children playing in the sun feels safe, but any
hope is undercut in the next lines: A fe Tenep He 30Ha Ha 3emi? / I e
Mexka M 30H0I0 i1 He 30H010? (Kostenko 1989¢, 545).4 The barbed wire
marking Chornobyl’s Zone of Exclusion is a useless barrier that imparts
a false sense of security. Our long experiment with nuclear power has
meant that radiation from our nuclear legacy has already left its mark.
We just do not always see it. Kostenko harnesses poetry’s illustrative
potential to make radiation visible. In the poem, human perception, so
limited and conditioned to blindness, becomes sensitive to Anthropo-
cene hazards. From this displaced position, we “best witness the fragil-
ity, beauty and indifference of flora and fauna, climate and season—the
more-than-human world” (Bristow 2015, 7).

Kostenko frequently challenges the idea of containment in her po-
etry, in her refusal to compromise her poetic vision and in the pres-
entation of the Anthropocene. In her poetry the various crises, often
spatially and temporally separate, collide in creative montages that help
us see a catastrophic expanse that we have been conditioned to ignore.
“A Terrible Kaleidoscope” (“Strashnyi kaleidoskop,” 1989), perhaps Ko-

42 “Raspberries sing... and on everything, on everything / the dust of Chornobyl’s
traces falls / like deadly sweat on the herbs and nuts.”

43 “the most strontium is in the roofs”

44 “Who said the roofs are traditional?”

45 “River. Tent. Lake. Hut. / Aborigines of the island of Hope. / Small children run
barefoot.”

46 “And where isn’t the zone on earth now? / Where is the boundary between the zone
and not the zone?”
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stenko’s most Anthropocene-aware poem, encompasses a wide variety
of catastrophic elements, creating a kaleidoscopic view of disaster. Kos-
tenko mirrors different types of disaster against one another, reflecting
on the varied forms of catastrophe that mark history and the planet,
delineating an alarming pattern of Anthropocene violence.

CrpauHnit KaneimocKor:

B ITI0 MUTD JIeCh XTOCD 3aTMHYB.

B 1x0 MuTh. B 110 camy MUTb. Y KOXHY i3 XBU/IMH.
Po36buscst kopabens. Topsts lanamarocn.

I cxoputb Hapg [JHIIpOM ripka 30ps-IOINH.

Heco Bnbyx. (Kostenko 1989b, 7)#

Chornobyl is placed alongside volcanoes, ruins, the shooting of a weap-
on, and a flying comet. Many of these imagistic fragments are associated
with explosion and light, confirming Naydan’s claims of Kostenko’s con-
cern with illumination, mentioned earlier. While the world seems to be
exploding, life goes on: baBurbcs guts. / IBiTyTh 06719451, OCTPaxoM
He crepri (Kostenko 1989b 7).# Poetry, in its capacity to condense and
expand time, reconceptualizes modes of perception to assist readers in
understanding the scale of the Anthropocene, which “exceeds both per-
sonal experience and intergenerational memory” (Farrier 2019, 5). The
disaster forced poets to confront not only the immediate consequences
of nuclear power’s fallibility, but also the far-reaching consequences of
nuclear disaster that alert us to the impossibility of containment. Trac-
ing the ecocritical themes in Kostenko’s poetry makes it possible to
see more clearly the unfolding catastrophes of the Anthropocene that
Chornobyl revealed to be there all along.

Oksana Zabuzhko’s Anthropocenic Intimacies

Oksana Zabuzhko is one of the most celebrated and widely translated
Ukrainian writers of the post-Soviet era. Her work frequently dissects
the many layers of Ukrainian historical memory and confronts the new
complexities of human and environmental interactions revealed by

47 “A terrible kaleidoscope: / In this moment somewhere someone died. / In this mo-
ment. In this very moment. Every single minute. / A ship crashes. The Galapagos
burns. / And over the Dnipro a bitter wormwood-star rises. / Somewhere an explo-
sion.”

48 “A child is having fun / Faces bloom, unerased by fear.”
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Chornobyl. Part of the vos'midesiatniki,* Zabuzhko belongs to a gen-
eration of Soviet writers who made their writing debuts “under its dis-
integrating system” and unlike Drach and Kostenko, with significantly
more freedom (Wallo 2019, 4). Hundorova cites Zabuzhko’s highly
successful novella Fieldwork in Ukrainian Sex (Pol’ovy doslydzheniia z
ukrains’kogo seksu, 2011) as an example of the “post-Chornobyl text”
that confronts the carnivalesque instability of post-Soviet life. In an in-
terview, Zabuzhko, echoing Hundorova, explains that 1986 is “the real
fin de siecle™

BpaskeHH: 6y710, 110 MM ITPOJIOBXXYEMO XXUTH MiC/IA ATIOKAIIIICHUCY.
CsiT mocTTexHONMOriYHOI KatacTpodu obKmBae s cebe peanb-
HIiCTb, HempuaatHy mo XUTts [...] YopHOOMIBCHKA KaTtacTpoda
CIPUYMHI/IA TEKTOHIYHMI 3CYB Y CBiIOMOCTI i1 Y CHpUITHATTI Yacy,
SIKMIT HECAMOBUTO IpucKopuscs. (Zabuzhko 2007)%°

She chronicles this reality through a dissection of the macrocosm
contained in the microcosm of everyday life, “where intimate locales
register life and environmental change” (Bristow 2015, 7). Zabuzhko’s
poetry is located at the intersection of the apocalyptic and ecocritical,
revealing the disruptions, occlusions, and realities accompanying the
awareness of the scale and severity of the Anthropocene. Zabuzhko’s
poetry is more lyrical in its presentation and less accusatory than Ko-
stenko’s, focusing instead on the more personal and embodied experi-
ences of disaster.

For her, Chornobyl is a lens through which an individual must
reevaluate their relationship to state power; the ecological damage of
radiation represents the intrusion of state power into intimate spaces
(Russell 2020, 10). She consequently presents an image of the precarious
conditions of life in perpetual crisis through the “making strange” of
the spaces, relationships, and emotions that we might typically believe
to be safe from contamination but are often the most vulnerable.

Zabuzhko’s “Letter from the Dacha” (“List iz dachy,” 1996a) is a dis-
turbing poem that chronicles the happenings at the dacha in the form

49 “eightiers”

50 “The impression was that we continue living after the Apocalypse. The world of
post-technological catastrophe inhabits a reality unfit for life. [...] The Chornobyl
catastrophe caused a tectonic shift in consciousness and the perception of time,
which accelerated violently.”
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of aletter. The title and the epistolary form already set up certain expec-
tations as to the subject matter of the poem, but if one were expecting a
languorous lyrical poem about the idyllic Ukrainian countryside, they
would be disappointed. Immediately, from the first lines of the poem,
the reader is confronted with an apocalyptic image:

3npacryit, mobnit! Y Hac i3HOBY

10 KMCTIOTHUX JOIAX 3aip>KaBiB rOpoi: IIOYOPHIJI Ly pIIaIKy Ty AV HHSA
HaJ 3eMJIel0 CTUPYATh, SIK Ha 3TapulIli CIIajIeHNIt JpiT.

(Zabuzhko 1996a, 164)*

The epistolary delivery is unsettling. The idea of someone sitting down
to languidly recount the horrors of the day is strange and concerning.
Idyllic images are replaced with ones of acid rain, rust, and scorched
wires common to the post-Chornobyl visual lexicon. The radiation
released by the accident contaminated the soil and was absorbed by
plants, which reacted to the radionuclides with weakened immunity,
growth suppression, and an increased occurrence of mutations. From
exposure, any plants became susceptible to the growth of a rust-like
fungus on their stems, and the radiation turned a forest of pine trees
near the nuclear power plant a reddish-amber color. The trees died very
quickly, but the area has become infamously known as the “Chervonyi
lis.™ This rust is a visual marker of radiation damage, one that left its
indelible mark on the nuclear post-apocalyptic imagination. In the dec-
ades since the disaster, metallic artifacts that were exposed to the ele-
ments and neglected from lack of maintenance, have accumulated rust.
Rust has taken on a new symbolic connotation as a marker of decay in
Chornobyl’s modern ruins.

The poem’s reference to acid rain alludes to greater fears of environ-
mental pollution. Acid rain and nuclear contamination share several of
the same properties, including their invisibility, threat to health, long-
term effects, and connection to the energy industry structured from “an
unbridled use of technology and a fundamental lack of concern about
the long-term health of mankind and stability of the environment”
(Park 1989, 2). Zabuzhko’s reference to acid rain in this poem under-

51 “Hello dear. After the recent acid rains / the garden has turned rust colored again /
the blackened cucumber vines / stick out of the ground, like scorched wire.”

52 “Red Forest”
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scores the reality of pollution and its effects on the environment and
public health, while also underscoring the role of the energy industry
and technological hubris in facilitating multiple ecological crises. Tra-
ditionally, rain is part of nature’s cycle of growth and rebirth, nourish-
ing the land and preparing it for crops. When rain becomes acidic, what
was once beneficial and life-giving is now toxic and destructive, and if
the rain is now dangerous, what other potential dangers await us and
where are we truly safe? These are the kinds of questions that we must
confront in a post-Chornobyl world.

As the poem continues, the writer mentions that she is not sure that
the orchard will bear fruit and that the soil is “dirty,” an image that
rhymes with a “mutant” birth later in the poem. She is afraid of the trees
and the earth, which conceals death nearby:

SIK IIO0 IIPaBAi, TO 51 60I0CA CTymaTy MiX Ti repeBa:

LIOKPOK yce Jy>K4a€e Bif4yTTs, Hi6K 51 Hab/MM>Karch 10 Miciis,
e Y BICOKill TpaBi IeXKUTH MiBPO3KJIaZleHe CTEPBO

1 MACHOIO 9€PBOI0 KMIIUTb, MOB CMIi€ThCS HAa COHIII.
(Zabuzhko 1996a, 164)%

Death is a defining feature of the landscape in “Letter from the Dacha.”
The image of a rotting carcass is visceral and unnerving. The writer
fears nature, which reeks of death, not only because of the carcass in
her backyard, but also because death is so close to home. There is real
danger in the landscape. Sarah Phillips, in her article about post-Chor-
nobyl food consumption practices, explains that Chornobyl altered how
Ukrainians relate to food, and in turn, to their own health and body
(2002). She explains that because radiation is almost undetectable by
the senses, it is “everywhere yet nowhere, and its consumption in food
products—especially for those living near Chornobyl—is practically
unavoidable” (2002, 30). Mushrooms, berries, and milk, three staples
of the rural diet, absorb higher levels of radionuclides than other food
products. And while efforts were made to monitor radiation levels in the
environment and regulate consumption of contaminated food, institu-
tional corruption and a lack of resources have meant that those meas-

53 “to tell you the truth, I'm afraid to walk between the trees: / with every step I feel
I'm closer to the spot / where a rotting carcass lies in the tall grass / swarming with
worms, grinning in the sun.”
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ures were soon abandoned, leaving hundreds of thousands of people
unaware of lurking health risks. The fear in this poem is palpable. Our
epistoler is afraid of the potential dangers lurking outside, such as an
ominous tree which looks like a giant scorched bone:

Yy namM’sATaem cyxy 6epecTuHy, OTY, 1[0 MUHYJIOTO JIiTa
BLiI/INJIO TPOMOM, —TFiraHTCbKY OOBYITIEHY KiCTKY

Tak 0T, MeHi YacoM 3[ja€ThCH, 1110 Iie BOHA

BEPXOBOJUTDb HaJl CafloM, i CBIJICBKIi JlepeBa IIOMay
TPaTATb HPUPOJHY TAMY, MOB 3apa>keHi CKa3oOM IICH.
(Zabuzhko 1996a, 16 4)5

The Chornobyl disaster fundamentally altered the relationship between
humans and the land: the garden, once a place of food, life, and beauty
is now a threat. Literary scholar Vitaly Chernetsky explains, “The poem
renders powerfully the disturbing feeling of the post-Chornobyl’ envi-
ronment that deceives the senses while turning the mind obstinately to-
ward the apocalyptic” (Chernetsky 2007, 257). The dacha, traditionally
a place of respite, is no longer a safe space. It is nightmarish, so much so
that she keeps an ax nearby as protection from the trees. The disturbing
descriptions offer evidence of the damage done to the earth, as well as
the psychological damage of living in perilous conditions. There is no
safe space anymore, and this uncertainty and vulnerability is Chorno-
byl’s legacy.

The nuclear imaginary has given way to a new Anthropocenic one.
At one point in the poem, the writer relates the news that a neighbor has
given birth to a baby born with hair and teeth already, like some kind of
mutant. The days-old baby speaks prophetically with a warning:

[...] MOXXIMBO, i1 MyTaHT, 60 BYOpa,

TOOTO MalOYM IeBATH [JHIB, 3aKpUYaB:

“Tloracitp e Bu BpeIuri e He6o!”—

i 3aMOBK, i 6izblLe Higoro He Kaxe [...] (Zabuzhko 1996a, 166)

54 “Do you remember the withered birch, that last summer / survived the thunder—a
giant burnt bone / that sometimes seems as though it / lords over the garden, and
the trees we planted / are slowly losing their minds, like mad dogs.”

55 “[...] maybe it’s a mutant, because yesterday, / when he was only nine days old, he
cried out: ‘Extinguish the sky!’—/ then fell silent and has said nothing since [...]”
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Those exposed to radiation live with their own bodily uncertainty as
well as the anxiety of how future generations will be affected. The child
in the poem is born with the mark of trauma upon him. He cries out,
“Extinguish the sky!” as though he remembers the burning reactor and
its smoke. The fact that he is now silent is disquieting, and Zabuzhko’s
appraisal of this otherwise alarming occurrence with a Tak—uinkom
3gopoBenbkuii is almost shocking (Zabuzhko 1996a, 166)5¢ The last
lines of the poem once again draw our attention back to the epistolary
form and its characteristic intimacy, which “brings to the fore the per-
sonal dimension of the experience and effects of world destruction” (Di-
etrich 2010, 339). The tone shifts as the heroine implores her loved one
to visit before nonchalantly signing off. The poisoned environment has
become unexceptional. However, the final line betrays her underlying
uneasiness:

[...] ko T0OI BHacThcs

BMPBATUCD i IPUIXaTh Ha Ty HEJI/IO,

NIpUBE3Y MEHI OCh 4O YMTAHHSA, HalIKpalle—
HE3HalOMOIO MOBOIO.

Ti, 110 3Hato, B>XKe IeTh 3y>KUINCA.

(Zabuzhko 19964, 166)*7

Her request for books in a different language invites multiple readings.
In her isolation, perhaps she is longing for something new. It could be
that language has lost its power to adequately convey her loss, anxiety,
and helplessness. Maybe her words have worn out because there is no
one listening. Perhaps she no longer trusts the words she knows. There
is hope in her search for a new language, just as there is hope that po-
etry and art can inspire the radical reflection needed to reckon with
the planetary breakdown we have accelerated through events such as
Chornobyl.

Zabuzhko’s poem “Prypiat. Still Life” (“Pripiat’. Natiurmort,” 1996b)
sets up expectations by connecting poetic form to a style of painting.
Reading the poem is akin to scanning a painting. The painterly quality

56 “otherwise, he’s quite well”
57 “That’s our news. If you find time / to get away for the weekend, / bring me some-
thing to read / in a language I haven’t learned yet. / Those that I know are exhaust-

ed”
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of light in a painting helps guide the viewer’s eye to various textures and
objects. There is a lot of light: ITe, 3maeTbcs, cBiTaHOK—/ i CBiT/I0, HEMOB
npocTtupania, npumare (Zabuzhko 1996b, 64)5* We can imagine the
kind of light breaking over this scene: it is the soft, speckled first light of
day that reveals and illuminates. The element of ambiguity introduced
by “it seems” (zdaiet’sia) means that we, like the lyric subject, are not en-
tirely certain. The poem leaves us guessing in other ways as well. Where
is this place? Who lives here? Where did he or she or they go? Through-
out the poem a motif of emptiness repeats as Zabuzhko “eulogises the
absent body” (Russell 2020, 10) in phrases such as “nopoxus kimuara,”
“nikoro Hemae!”, and “npounusnmuBo-tnxo” (Zabuzhko 1996b, 64)5 Yet
someone must live here, because the poem hints at recent habitation,
even telling us, Tyt xtoch 6yB! (64).° From these signs, someone’s
domestic life is reconstructed: “B mominbHuuii—Hegokypky,” and
“Tinpky B Kpic/ii KOCTIOM, Tepef; MUTTIO / 3altOBHeHMIT TinoMm,” as well
as “Llle CBeTp HeJOIUIeTeHMI Majblli Yuich mamsartae, / I posropuyra
KHIDKKa—B IIO3HAYKax Off HIrTiB umnixocs!,” and “HajikyIueHe s16myKo,
Jie HAfIKyC e He B3sBCs ipxkero” (Zabuzhko 1996b, 64). The interplay
of presence and absence reminds us of our own impermanence and
contrasts humankind’s transitory existence against the actions that
have permanently impacted life on this planet. The figurative excision
of humans in this instance further underscores “the inescapable reality
of our shared destiny on a destitute planet” (Bristow 2015, 2). The de-
scriptions of emptiness evoke Chornobyl’s Exclusion Zone, a site that
has flourished in the absence of humans despite the lingering radiation.

The role of time in this poem is unclear. We do not know how long
ago this room housed a living person, as there is “no witness.” Many
details suggest that whoever is or was living here has merely stepped
out for a moment: the present-tense verb usage, the phrase Ille xBununy
Tomy,** as well as the curious detail of a still-ripe apple at the very end
of the poem. The occupants have left in a hurry, chased out by the radi-

58 “It seems to be dawn. / The light is like a crumpled sheet.”
59 “empty room”; “there’s no one here!”; “piercing quiet”
60 “Someone was here!”

», «

61 “In the ashtray—cigarette butts”; “In the chair lies a suit, occupied by a body be-
fore this moment”; “An unwoven sweater recalls someone’s fingers”; “An open book,
marked by someone’s fingernails!”; “And a bitten apple, where the bite has not had
time to redden”

62 “A minute ago”
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ation that has breached our inadequate defenses. Russell interprets this
intrusion and the absence it leaves behind as a testament to the “state’s
violation of this intimacy” (Russell 2020, 10). This room is suspended in
time, caught between past and present, presence and absence. We, too,
become intruders into this home, but perhaps, also witnesses: YBiiimirs!
YBiiiaiTe, nogusitecs (Zabuzhko 1996b, 64).% The use of the imper-
ative form commands us to enter as though we are being offered an
unauthorized tour of someone’s private space. The narrator’s entreaty
to come and explore seems inappropriate, and we feel uneasy, knowing
that we are unwelcome. Our intrusion constitutes a form of unethical
spectatorship, casting us as voyeurs to an intimate tableau. Tourists en-
tering the Chornobyl Exclusion Zone replicate a similar act of looking
when they walk through the Zone’s abandoned buildings to see the de-
caying artifacts of Soviet life as though in a museum or an amusement
park. Zabuzhko’s poem urges us to interrogate the ethics that frame our
practice of looking so that ecological crisis does not become a spectacle
to consume and quickly forget. The poem also asks us to feel the absence
marked in the poem as though it were our own imminent future, one
in which we humans have only just left. “Prypiat. Still Life” serves as a
warning to readers of what is to come.

The apocalyptic theme is elucidated further in Zabuzhko’s poem
“Love” (“Liubov;,” 1990), which consists of a series of vivid impressions
that express an overarching narrative of nuclear apocalypse distilled
through the image of lovers in their final moment. The beginning of the
poem implies that they are already living in a post-apocalyptic world,
even as another catastrophe is imminent. The lack of descriptions of
nature or other living beings is notable. The poem’s opening links the
sexual entanglement of their bodies with their death-bed agonies, and
that theme continues. Obliteration and orgasm are the same:

A 06iitM1 cTeKnH, K BOJA,

I HiYHMK Hally TiHb PO3/IBOIB. ..

He odipa, He mpucTpactp, He gap—
[TpocTo cripoba TUINUTHCD XUBOIO.
I3 3auyM/IeHMX CTPOHLIIEM MICT,
[Tonap ix mepegcMepTHI MyKu
[Tamaxko4e Merkuit IOMicT—

63 “Come in! Come in, look around.”
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IlepennereHi romi pykn.

I momoxu 11e coHIle BHOYI,

I momokm 1ji crramaxm 6UCTpi—
[Tpoxoxaii, IpOAPVH>KY, HPOKPUIN
ITro—ocTanHI0! —XBUIMHY Ha BicTpi!
(Zabuzhko 1990, 67)%

The sense of impending apocalypse is implied through details of sac-
rifice, irradiated cities, survival, screaming, and living on the edge.
Apocalypse brings to light that which was previously hidden. Again,
illumination is a central motif woven throughout the poem: HiuHuk,
Iajiaxkode, COHLE, CIIa/laXy BUCTPi, MepTBOTHMUII BifcBiT (Zabuzhko
1990, 67).% The flash of light is indelibly linked to the breaking of the
atom and the first atomic bomb explosion. Zabuzhko’s poem offers a
deathly image of life penetrated fully by radiation. We are reminded of
the porousness of human bodies and the truth of our own vulnerability
in the Anthropocene. The apocalyptic suffuses everything, and no one
is spared.

The poem’s title, “Love,” draws our attention to the intimate spaces
of apocalypse and nuclear disaster. While the Anthropocene invokes
vast geological expanses, environmental catastrophes invade personal
spaces just as insidiously. The sensuality and violence of the lovers’ final
moments “achieves a form of knowledge in the traffic between entities”
that “calls us to reflect on the parallels between planetary ruptures past
and present” (Farrier 2019, 19, 48). The love depicted in the poem is
harsh and desperate, as it must be in a damaged world. After the shat-
tering of the current reality, the lovers emerge into this new post-apoca-
lyptic world, confronted with an uninhabitable landscape:

Ale 3 BYCT, IIOPCTKMIA, K 30714,
Ocurmaerbcs nogux... [...]

Tak, HeMOB BifiTXHYTM XOTiB -
A nereni HaBMUJIIT IPOOUTI,

64 “The embrace flowed like water, / and a night-light cuts our shadow... / Not a sac-
rifice, not passion, not a gift—/ Simply an attempt to remain alive. / From cities
plagued by strontium, / Over their dying agonies / Burns the flimsy scaffolding—/
Naked interlaced hands. / While the sun is at night, / And while these bright flares
are rapid, / Love, quiver, and yell / Through this last minute on the edge!”

65 “nightlight,” “burning,” “sun,” “quick flashes,” “ghastly reflection”
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 nineHifoTh BigOUTKIM TiN
Y 3iM’TiM rapsaim Hositpi
(Zabuzhko 1990, 67).5

The ambiguous end represented by the last line invites the reader to
imagine what comes after. While it may be too late for the lovers in
the poem, it might not be too late for readers, who, in remembering,
have more agency in potentially disrupting further ecological catastro-
phe. Zabuzhko’s poetry invites us to think about how to envision the
future while actively dwelling in a time of crisis by taking the reader “to
a place of witness and feeling where there is no possibility of shutting
down the dramatic and tense feeling of responding to the potentiality
within things” (Bristow 2015, 17). The final image of our lovers peering
out over a barren desert pessimistically anticipates mass extinction and
total ecological collapse, but the ellipses at the end suggests unfinished
thoughts. Zabuzhko’s hyperbolic exercise creates a prosthetic experi-
ence of future ecological devastation that asks readers to imagine our
own ending. This apocalyptic future without nature is one possibility,
but it is not the only one.

Conclusion

Chornobyl poetry bears witness to the consequences of nuclear disaster
by illuminating the Anthropocenic dimensions of this continually un-
folding event. The fallout from Chornobyl was extensive and pervasive,
affecting every facet of life, from the political, cultural, and social, to the
intimate and private spaces of the body. Poets participated in a vital pro-
cess of world making after the end, explaining for local audiences the
disparities and grief experienced from the disaster, but also the harm
that humans have inflicted on the earth. Post-Chornobyl poems are in-
vested with a similar impulse to “address questions of truth and human
morality,” as Inna Sukhenko explains (2014, 118). Sukhenko continues,
“Ukrainians have used Chernobyl to trigger cultural self-awareness
and renewed ecological attentiveness” (Sukhenko 2014, 127-28).% And

66 “From the lips, coarse as ash / the breath falls... [...] / Yes, as though he wanted to
breathe—but his lungs are pierced, / and the imprints of the bodies numb / In the
hot, wrinkled air.”

67 Sukhenko comes closest to naming the Anthropocene explicitly in relation to
Ukrainian poetry. Her emphasis on the recovery of an ecological consciousness in
Ukraine informs this discussion (Sukhenko 2014).
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just as Chornobyl’s radiation spread thousands of miles away, so too
did the disaster’s significance, because to describe Chornobyl’s trau-
matic and devastating contours is to describe the Anthropocene. The
devastation of Chornobyl on bodies and the environment is familiar to
other kinds of environmental disasters. The disaster may not have been
a world-ending event, but it is felt just as acutely and reflects the mul-
tifaceted and kaleidoscopic dimensions of ecological breakdown. The
poetry of Drach, Kostenko, and Zabuzhko ensures that the disaster is
not forgotten and demonstrates that Anthropocene crises cannot be so
easily ignored. As new conflicts threaten to worsen the current climate
crisis, it becomes paramount to return to ecocritical poetry, particu-
larly given how nuclear power is touted as a solution to combat climate
change. While reading Chornobyl poetry today might seem more pro-
phetic than revolutionary, its affective potency proves a vital addition to
emerging dialogues about the Anthropocene and our ability to reima-
gine a future for all life on this planet.
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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.
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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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