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Fragment of a field III. 9,120 μSv, by Alice Miceli, 07.05.09 – 21.07.09, radiographic negative, 30cm x 40cm. Courtesy of the author.

On April 26, 1986, reactor number 4 of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in the former Soviet Union exploded, causing
the largest nuclear catastrophe of the 20th century. Just over two decades later, the Rio de Janeiro artist Alice Miceli
decided to document the impact of the tragedy in a radically different way: to record, through radiation itself, using lead
pin-hole cameras and autoradiography techniques, the radioactivity still present in the so-called Chernobyl Exclusion
Zone, within a radius of 30 km around the destroyed reactor.

Between 2007 and 2010, there were many trips to the region to be able to record the invisible, since the film used by
Miceli was not sensitive to light, but to gamma rays, not visible by the human eye. After months of exposure, the films
were sensitized by the radioactivity still existing in tree trunks, wooden houses, windows and other points chosen by it.
To reach this technical solution, the artist conducted for eight months preliminary research at the Institute of
Radioprotection and Dosimetry in Rio de Janeiro, and then joined a German medical research group that was authorized
to visit the region.

About 10 years after the trips that resulted in the Chernobyl Project (which was exhibited at the 29th São Paulo Biennial,
in 2010), ZUM publishes a series of images made by Miceli and that worked as a kind of travel diary of the artist. Mostly
unpublished, the photos show the journey to Belarus, the environment of total desolation of the Exclusion Zone and the
urgency of the escape of the people who lived there and had to leave everything behind overnight.

 

Inside the Berlin-Moscow Express train, departing from Berlin - Ostbahnhof at 6:50 p.m., to jump in Minsk -
Passajirskii at 9:12 a.m. the next day.

 

First stop after crossing the border to Poland, in Rzepin, at 8:15 p.m.

 

In Poland, we also pass through the Poznan Gl, Warszawa Zachodnia and Warszawa Centralna stations until we reach
theTerespol, in the photo above, at 02:58 a.m. - this is the last stop in Poland before a long wait for the intersection of the
Belarusian border in Brest.

 

Stop at Brest Central at 5:38 a.m. Raised wagons and rail change to the Russian standard. At this time of the trip, no
person in charge inside the train speaks English or German, only Polish or Russian. I try to jump out of the wagon to
photograph the rail change from the outside, but they won't let me. Passengers must stay inside the train while the rail
change occurs. Cogito jump anyway, but the possibility of maybe leaving me behind in Brest makes me change my mind.

 

Arrival in Minsk at 9:12 a.m. In this city, I meet my travel partners, scientists from the Otto Hug Radiation Institute in
Munich, and we go together to Gomel, the second largest city in Belarus, 120km away (an hour and a half by car) from
the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone.

 

The next day, we left at dawn for the Exclusion Zone, a radius of 30km around the plant. On April 26, 1986, a chain of
events resulted in explosions that destroyed the construction that housed the number 4 reactor of the Chernobyl Nuclear
Power Plant. It was the biggest nuclear accident of the 20th century. Reactor number 4 has since been the center of the
Exclusion Zone, contaminated by radioactivity for at least the next 300 years. Radioactivity increases as you advance in
this 30km radius, and consecutive checkpoints appear. In this image, our team is going through the first of them.

 

Inside the Zone, we saw for the first time an abandoned construction, the remains of a farm. The first of many.

 

Signs through the landscape: "Ranger of radiation - Veiled entry".

 

Dosimeter, an instrument with which we guided ourselves inside the Zone, both to know where to step and also to
choose where to assemble the experiments, since gamma radiation is not perceived in any way. A dosimeter is an
ionizing radioactive dose meter absorbed in organic materials.

 

Going towards reactor number 4, the "sarcophagus". Nowadays, it is still the main radiation emitting source on site.

 

Passing through another abandoned house, we decided to enter.

What you see inside are remains, ruins, wreckage. Whole lives left behind, in a moment.

 

Newspaper of March 1986. Image of a lost future, with a date set. Reads: Rural Life, newspaper of the central committee
of the Communist Party of the USSR, reporting the XXVII Congress of the Communist Party, which took place from 25/2
to 6/3 of that year.

 

Back outside, nature in the Exclusion Zone is exuberant.

 

End of route: image produced from the top of an observation tower, which captures, in its depth of field, the Exclusion
Zone extending over Belarus and passing to Ukraine, where reactor number 4 is located, just after the border. Crossing
the Zone on the Belarusian side, this was the closest point to the reactor we managed to reach. ///

 

 

Alice Miceli (1980) lives and works in Rio de Janeiro. From 1998 to 2002, he studied a bachelor's degree in cinema at
the School of Cinematographic Studies, in Paris, and in 2005 he graduated in History of Art and Architecture from PUC-
RJ. Participated in the 29th São Paulo Biennial (2010); the exhibition The Materiality of the Invisible, in Maastricht
(2017), Enough! at the Shiva Gallery in New York (2016) and the Cisneros Fontanals Grants & Comissions Award in
Miami (2015), among others.

* Thomaz Napoleon contributed some translations from Russian to Portuguese.
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