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T 1:23:58 a.m. on 26th 
April 1986 the Unit 4 reac-
tor at the Chernobyl nuclear 

power plant 2 miles from the pur-
pose-built Ukrainian city of Prypiat 
exploded during a safety test. The 
level of water in the reactor had 
dropped too far, causing it to boil 
and turn to steam which then es-
caped into the external cooling sys-
tem, destroying the reactor’s casing. 
Its 200 tonne concrete lid – its ‘bio-
logical shield’ – was blown through 
the roof of the building and radia-
tion then spat into the atmosphere. 
A second and bigger explosion fol-
lowed, destroying much of the 
building and firing chunks of burn-
ing radioactive graphite into the air 
and across the surrounding area. 

In Chernobyl (Penguin 2018), his 
acclaimed account of the worst  
nuclear disaster in history, Serii 
Plokhy states that “the immediate 
cause of the Chernobyl accident was 
a turbine test that went wrong. But 
its deeper roots lay in the interac-
tion between major flaws in the 
political system and major flaws in 
the nuclear industry” (p347). These 
factors are glimpsed in the Sky/
HBO miniseries directed by Johan 
Renck which, at the time of writing, 
has been nominated for no fewer 
than 14 awards at the BAFTAs (to 
be announced on 31st July). But if 
there is one major weakness in this 
grim and engrossing production, it is 
that the writer Craig Mazin cannot 
resist the Hollywood habit of finding 
heroes and villains in every story.  

Anatoly Dyatlov (Paul Ritter), the 
assistant chief engineer and test su-
pervisor is portrayed as a bully and 
a coward, treating his assistants 
with disdain and sending plant 
workers in his stead to check the 
reactor, thereby exposing them to 
deadly levels of radiation. Those 
who knew the real man state that he 
was strict but fair. The plant work-
ers were not scared of him as pre-
sented in the miniseries, nor did he 
let any of them take the blame for 
what went wrong. 

Indeed it was he and not the inves-
tigator Valeri Legasov (Jared Harris) 
who apportioned blame where it 
truly belonged. Six managers and 
safety officials at the plant were put 
on trail for violation of safety rules 
and negligence of duty. The ‘prime’ 
suspects included Dyatlov and 
Nikolai Fomin, the chief engineer. 
Fomin blamed Dyatlov and Alek-
sandr Akinov, the head of the shift. 
Dyatlov, however, stated bluntly 
that “the accident was conditioned 
by the state of the reactor”.  As 
Plokhy says, he was in effect point-
ing the finger at the designers of the 
RBMK reactors, which  turned out 
to be anything but explosion-proof 
because of their positive void effect, 
meaning their capacity to accelerate 
a reaction when control rods were 
inserted into the active zone. 

If this sounds too technical, it is 
necessary to make clear that the six 
men put on trial in 1987 were made 
scapegoats for a failed system, and 
it was one of them who exposed it 
and not Legasov as the TV series 
presents it. But this is not its only 
invention. The makers create a Be-
larusian nuclear physicist  – Ulyana 
Khomyuk (Emily Watson)  –  who 
didn’t actually exist but who, ac-
cording to the closing titles, is a 
composite of the dozens of scientists 
who helped Legasov investigate the 

causes of the disaster. She is deter-
mined to find the truth and is not 
afraid to speak her mind, even in the 
presence of President Gorbachev 
(David Dencik). This fiction is totally 
unrealistic, but it provides the series 
with a complementary female hero. 

The miniseries does depict many of 
the real heroes of Chernobyl, in-
cluding the firefighters who risked 
their lives and suffered high levels of 
radiation, and the miners, brought 
in to excavate under the reactor to 
prevent a meltdown, stripping 
naked in the heat to get the job 
done. And it has some compelling 
scenes: the horror of dead birds 
dropping from the sky and deer 
rotting in the forest; adults playing 
with children under flakes of deadly 
nuclear ash; a baby’s bubbling skin; 
and recruits having to shoot irradi-
ated pets left behind after the popu-
lation has evacuated the area and 
then burying them in concrete pits. 

Chernobyl is a brilliant drama and 
fully deserves its awards, but let us 
not lose sight of the fact that it is 
fiction and not a documentary. Un-
fortunately, most people don’t read 
non-fiction books and get their 
knowledge from the media, and 
they will absorb the series as THE 
truth. Dramas which reduce the real 
world to a place of heroes and vil-
lains only perpetuate a simplistic 
black and white perspective on real-
ity. We can but hope that the series 
acts as a stimulus to its viewers for 
more thorough research, rather than 
be taken as the last word. 

One final thought, which is not di-
rectly related to the series. Writing 
in the Guardian in May, with the 
coronavirus in mind, Serii Plokhy 
notes that the only effective re-
sponses to international disasters, 
no matter which state they occur in, 
are international. As the world’s 
reaction to Chernobyl showed, co-
ordinated efforts can bring real 
change, making us all safer – 
whether we live in Beijing, Moscow, 
London or New York.       q
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