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“A beautiful film... Captures the subtleties and uncertainties of Chernobyl and, moreover,
the resilience of the human soul. ”  - George Johnson, The New York Times
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“A haunting and strangely uplifting documentary”
-  The Hollywood Reporter

.   “A haunting and provocative movie, powerful and poignant and, frankly, unforgettable.”      
- The Chicago     Tribune

“A portrait of a place and its people who are like no other.”  – San Francisco Examiner

“Potent, immersive….incredible depth and access.” - Indie Wire

“A testimony of love, compassion and solidarity -- Huffington Post

"A wonder to behold."    - LA Daily News

"A celebration of the triumph of the human spirit.  - Lucid Culture

“
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“Radiation doesn’t scare me, starvation does.”
HANNA ZAVOROTYNA, CHERNOBYL EXCLUSION ZONE

LOGLINE
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In the radioactive Dead Zone surrounding Chernobyl's Reactor No. 4, a defiant community of 
women scratches out an existence on some of the most toxic land on Earth. They share this 
hauntingly beautiful but lethal landscape with an assortment of visitors-- scientists, soldiers, and 
even 'stalkers' -- young thrill-seekers who sneak in to pursue post-apocalyptic video game-
inspired fantasies. Why the women chose to return after the disaster - defying the authorities 
and endangering their health - is a remarkable tale about the pull of home, the healing power of 
shaping one's destiny, and the subjective nature of risk.

SYNOPSIS

In the Chernobyl “Dead Zone” or “Exclusion Zone,” the film’s central characters - Hanna 
Zavorotnya (80), Valentyna Ivanivna (72), and Maria Shovkuta (85) - are the last survivors of a 
community of “self settlers” who refused to leave their ancestral homes after the Chernobyl 
nuclear disaster in 1986. “Shoot me and dig the grave,” Hanna told a soldier who tried to 
evacuate her, “otherwise I’m staying.” She’d survived Stalin’s famines and Nazi atrocities on her 
motherland - she wasn’t going to flee an “invisible enemy.”

Over the course of a year, the film follows the women’s journeys, and those of visitors, including: 
the chief of an environmental testing team, a postal worker making her rounds, a 23-year-old 
female Chernobyl official, a science journalist, and a group of toxic thrill-seekers called “Stalkers” 
who break into the Zone illegally for radiation thrills. The film captures extraordinary locations 
and moments, from radiation spikes just feet from “the sarcophagus” of nuclear reactor No. 4, to 
the Zone’s sole remaining religious ceremony - Easter midnight mass in the decrepit Chernobyl 
church. The film’s characters and observational style reveal seemingly conflicting layers of a 
complicated story: Chernobyl is the ancestral home of a community with deep and old roots – but
the contaminants will survive far longer than the region’s culture; the Zone is toxic, yet full of life;
the story is steeped a patriarchal post-Soviet environment, yet is rife with powerful 
“grandmothers.” How do all of these realities live together?

This portrait of a community tells a remarkable tale about the pull of home, the healing power of 
shaping one's own destiny and the subjective nature of risk.

ABOUT THE FILM



THE BACK STORY
After first going to Chernobyl to cover the 25th anniversary of the accident for a travel program in 
2010, Holly Morris returned 2 months later for MORE magazine, to write her award-winning 
essay, and widely syndicated (The London Daily Telegraph, the Independent, The Week, 
CNN.com) essay “The Babushkas of Chernobyl” (also published as Ukraine: A Country of Women.).
She became fascinated with this community of approximately 100 returnees. Clearly there was a 
deeper story around these fierce, independent older women, and their ability to survive under 
such extraordinary, toxic conditions. As she later said in her popular TED Talk:     

“Chernobyl's soil, water and air, are among the most highly contaminated on Earth, and the 
reactor sits at the center of a tightly regulated Exclusion Zone, or Dead Zone; it's a nuclear police 
state, complete with border guards. The point being, no human being should be living anywhere 
near the Dead Zone. But they are. Why would they return to such deadly soil? I mean, were they 
unaware of the risks or crazy enough to ignore them, or both? The thing is, they see their lives and
the risks they run decidedly differently.”

“A documentary could expand the reach of this global story - put a human face on pressing 
contemporary issues, including nuclear power, relocation trauma, the health consequences of 
environmental disaster, and mind-body effects on longevity,” Morris explains. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/holly_morris_why_stay_in_chernobyl_because_it_s_home?language=en
http://www.more.com/chernobyl-women-nuclear-holly-morris


“It’s not that the women haven’t suffered enormously, or that nuclear contamination isn’t bad  
(they have and it is) - but the babushkas’ unlikely survival raises fascinating questions about the 
palliative powers of home, and even the tonic of living a self-determined life,” adds Morris. 

CONTEXT 

This story is driven by a group of resilient, powerful women whose strength mirrors the resilience
and power of the Ukrainian nation as a whole – a country with a deteriorating political situation 
and a hotspot in world politics right now. Yet the story of the women of the Zone transcends the 
news of the day, and the idea that Chernobyl’s story is only one of tragedy. The characters are 
marginalized older women living active, self-determined lives under extreme conditions. They are
isolated and reliant primarily on one-another, yet are seemingly happier and arguably better off 
than those who accepted re-location after the accident. Scientists, local authorities, and 
disenfranchised Ukrainian youth interact with the women and help reveal the complex politics 
and dangerous realities of the Zone, and the extraordinary spirit of the women.

Time is ticking. Radiation or not, the women are at the very end of their lives. Of the original 1200
returnees, approximately 100 survive today. When the women pass, the unique culture of 
Ukraine’s Polesia region will die with them.

CREW BIOS

HOLLY MORRIS  (Director/Producer/Writer)
Holly Morris a writer, director and producer whose work often explores the lives of risk-taking 
contemporary women around the globe. In addition to The Babushkas of Chernobyl, her other 
documentaries about unlikely icons include Behind Closed Chad-ors (Iran), Holy Cow (India), 
Mana Wahines (New Zealand) and Paradox Found (Cuba) - all broadcast on PBS and broadcast in 
more than 20 countries around the world as part of the Adventure Divas series. Her award-
winning & widely syndicated essay The Babushkas of Chernobyl, on which the film is based, is also
the subject of her popular TED Talk.  She is the author of Adventure Divas: Searching the Globe 
for a New Kind of Heroine (Random House), which was named a New York Times Notable book 
about exploration. Her recent print journalism, about the subculture of illegal 'Stalkers' inside the 
Chernobyl Exclusion Zone appeared in Slate.  Morris is also a longtime presenter for the PBS ravel
series Globe Trekker, and is based in Brooklyn, New York. www.hollymorris.com

ANNE BOGART (Director/Producer)
Anne Bogart is a Los Angeles based television producer. For the past 12 years she has 

http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/roads/2014/09/the_stalkers_inside_the_youth_subculture_that_explores_chernobyl_s_dead.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/roads/2014/09/the_stalkers_inside_the_youth_subculture_that_explores_chernobyl_s_dead.html


produced/directed numerous episodes for the PBS series Globe Trekker. For 15 years she worked 
in Paris and London as a staff writer for Women’s Wear Daily, a freelance writer for numerous 
American magazines including Elle, Harper’s Bazaar, and The Los Angeles Times. She also worked 
as a development executive for French Broadcaster TF1, covering international TV markets and 
Film festivals as a buyer and consultant, and as a producer/director on documentary and 
magazine series for French and UK broadcasters. When she returned to the US 8 years ago, she 
worked as a development and licensing exec for ro*co Films in San Francisco before moving to 
Los Angeles.

NANCY NORDHOFF & LYNN HAYS (Executive Producers)
Nancy Nordhoff is an American philanthropist and environmentalist.  She and her spouse, artist 
Lynn Hays, work to empower women, support rural communities, and promote 
environmentalism. In 2006, Nordhoff was designated a Women's History Month Honoree by the 
National Women's History Project. Nancy Nordhoff is the founder of Hedgebrook, a writers’ 
residency on Washington State’s Whidbey Island that supports women writers.

JILL MAZURSKY (Executive Producer)
Jill Mazursky is a screenwriter, film producer, and director.  She has written numerous films 
including two with JJ Abrams  - Taking Care of Business and Gone Fishin.   Recently she executive 
produced Award winning documentary Keep On Keepin On.  Jill grew up on both coasts but now 
makes Los Angeles her home.

BILLY RAY (Executive Producer)
Billy Ray is the Oscar-nominated screenwriter of Captain Phillips.  Billy co-wrote The Hunger 
Games and State Of Play, and wrote and directed Shattered Glass and Breach. He just finished 
shooting Secret In Their Eyes, starring Julia Roberts, Nicole Kidman, and Chiwetel Ejiofor, which he
wrote and directed for IM Global and STX. It will be in theatres October 23.

STACY SHERMAN (Executive Producer)
Stacy Sherman is a writer, producer and director. In 2005, she was nominated for an Academy 
Award for God Sleeps In Rwanda, a documentary short, which received the Emmy. Stacy was 
Associate Producer of Chasing Ice, a documentary, which won the Emmy in 2014. Stacy has sold 
screenplays to 20th Century Fox and Warner Bros.  She recently directed a feature The Break Up 
Girl, which is being released by Gravitas Ventures this July and is currently writing a psychological 
horror film. 

ABIGAIL E. DISNEY & GINI RETICKER (Co-Executive Producers)
Agibail E. Disney is an award-winning filmmaker, philanthropist and the CEO and 
president of Fork Films. An active supporter of peacebuilding, she is passionate about 
advancing women's roles in the public sphere. Disney's 20+ films and series focus on 
social issues, sharing a quality of spotlighting extraordinary people who speak truth to 



power. Disney's directorial debut, The Armor of Light, was selected for the 2015 Tribeca 
Film Festival. Her involvement with documentaries began with the award-winning Pray 
the Devil Back to Hell.
Gini Reticker is an Academy Award nominated documentary filmmaker. Much of her work
has focused on women engaged in struggles for social justice and human rights. Her 
directorial debut, The Heart Of The Matter, is a groundbreaking film about women and 
HIV that received the Sundance Freedom of Expression Award. In 2004, Reticker was 
nominated for an Academy Award for the documentary short Asylum, which portrayed 
the story of a Ghanaian woman who came to the US seeking political asylum. In 2005, 
Reticker took home an Emmy for Ladies First, which highlighted the crucial role women 
played in rebuilding post-genocide Rwanda; and received a second Emmy nomination for 
producing A Decade Under The Influence, which celebrates the 1970s as a turning point in 
American cinema. In 2006, she joined forces with producer Abigail Disney to direct the 
renowned Pray The Devil Back To Hell.

ENAT SIDI (Consulting Editor)
Enat Sidi is now one of the leading editors in the documentary film world. She edited 2015 
Sundance winner The Wolf Pack, The Boys of Baraka (2005 Emmy nominee), Jesus Camp (2006 
Academy Award nominee), HBO’s 12th & Delaware (Peabody winner) and Detropia, for which she

won the editing award at the 2012 Sundance Film Festival. She recently acted as the consulting 
editor on Bully, the high profile doc released in 2012 by the Weinstein Company. She lives in 

Brooklyn, New York.  

RICHARD HOWARD (Editor)
Richard Howard is a UK based editor who had edited numerous wide-genre documentary, travel, 
lifestyle, crime, drama and historical TV films and series. He is the BBC series editor for In Cold 
Blood crime series, Globe Trekker travel series (National geographic, PBS), Bazaar, Planet Food 
(Food Network), Ottomans vs Christians.

MARY MANHARDT (Editor)
Mary Manhardt is a documentary film editor specializing in verite. Her work has been seen and 
honored at all major festivals, including Sundance, Hot Docs, SXSW, SilverDocs, Vancouver, 
Tribeca and IDFA, and shown on HBO, PBS, MTV, ABC, A&E, OWN and AMC. Among her credits: 
The Farm, The Execution of Wanda Jean, Girlhood, Farmingville, Street Fight, American Teen, 
Racing Dreams, Mystic Ball, Monica & David, Pelotero, Wham! Bam! Islam!, A Son's Sacrifice, 
Bronx Princess, Camp Victory, Afghanistan, American Promise, Medora, Tough Love, and most 

recently, Tig (Sundance 2015) Mary won an Emmy award in 1999 for Picture Editing for The Farm.
More recently, American Promise won a Special Jury Prize at Sundance, 2013, and was an official 
entry in the 2013 New York Film Festival. She is currently editing Tig.



MICHAEL TAYLOR (Editor)
Michael Taylor is a film editor whose documentary credits include Heidi Ewing and Rachel Grady’s
segment of Freakonomics (Magnolia Films), Mitch McCabe’s Youth Knows No Pain (HBO 
Documentary Films), Margaret Brown’s The Order of Myths (Sundance Film Festival, Peabody 
Award winner and Cinema Guild’s Truer than Fiction Spirit Award winner). His documentary 
credits also include Josef Astor’s Lost Bohemia (DOC NYC Special Jury Prize winner), Melanie Judd 
and Susan Motamed’s Girl, Adopted, (PBS Global Voices), and Vanessa Hope's All Eyes and Ears, 
(Tribeca Film Festival). 

JAPHET WEEKS  (Cinematographer)
Japhet Weeks is an American video journalist and cinematographer based in Cairo, Egypt. 
Formerly Moscow-based, Weeks speaks Russian and Mandarin and films for PBS's Frontline, Al 
Jazeera, New York Times Television and Voice of America.

FESTIVALS & AWARDS

Los Angeles Film Festival – Winner Special Jury Award for Directing
Woodstock Film Festival – Winner Best Editing & Special Jury Honor Award
Santa Fe Independent Film Festival - Winner Best Documentary
DOC NYC
Seattle International Film Festival – Women In Cinema
Sidewalk Film Festival
Vermont International Film Festival
Architecture Film Festival Rotterdam
Tales from Planet Earth
Green Caravan Film Festival , London
Olympia Film Festival
Stranger Than Fiction - Gene Siskel Film Center
DC Environmental Film Festival – March
One World Festival, Prague - March
Salem Film Festival – March
Sun Valley Film Festival - March
Gene Siskel Film Center, encore run – April
Florida Film Festival – April
Dubuque International Film Festival - April



THE CHARACTERS

"Shoot us and dig the grave...otherwise we're staying."
HANNA ZAVOROTNYA (80) (L) WITH SISTER SOPHIA (R), KUPOVATE VILLAGE

Photo credit: Yuli Sollsken



“Life never stopped here, nature just took over.”
NURSE AND HERBALIST VALENTYNA IVANIVNA (72) WAS A FIRST RESPONDER

THE NIGHT OF THE CHERNOBYL DISASTER IN 1986

Photo credit: Chris Bairstow



“Chernobyl bosses do not like that we live here.”
MARIA SHOVKUTA (85), IN FRONT OF HER HOUSE IN OPACHICHI VILLAGE

Photo credit: Yuli Sollsken



"My grandfather fought the Chernobyl fire. 
He was here against his will; I choose to come. He would not

like that I come here."
"STALKERS" - A SUBCULTURE THE LIVES TO EXPLORE CHERNOBYL'S DEAD ZONE BY HOLLY MORRIS,

PUBLISHED IN SLATE MAGAZINE
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