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Volker Sattel's Unter Kontrolle
Review by James Macgillivray

By the way, something | didn’t mention:
in Germany we have a unique “fourfold
redundant” safety system. There must be
four of all machine components, all the
pumps, everything related to the nuclear
reactor in the safety procedure.

— Tour guide at Grohnde
Nuclear Power Plant,
Lower Saxony

In 1978, Andrei Tarkovsky filmed Stalker in a bombed
out hydroelectric dam in Tallinn, Estonia. The film
takes place in the aftermath of an event—a meteorite
or an alien visitation—that imbues a place, “the Zone,"
with certain invisible forces and a room at its centre
that will grant the innermost wish of the person who
enters. The title character, the Stalker, is hired to
guide people through the now heavily guarded Zone
to get to the room. The spatial diagram of a powerful
nucleus (the Room) at the centre of a cordoned-off
perimeter (the Zone) is complicated by the fact that
the space between the perimeter and the centre is not
monolithic, but highly differentiated. A benign-looking
field of buckwheat must be deftly navigated with the
help of trial and error projectiles; characters lose one
another only to find each other again by staying still;
in the Stalker’s words, “I don’t know what goes on
here in the absence of people, but the moment some-
one shows up everything comes into motion.”

The ambivalent power of the Zone's presence
was perhaps indicative of the more banal menace that
really did exist on the site of Stalker during shooting;
upriver from the Jagala Falls dam, a chemical plant
was draining effluents into the river water that perme-
ated every shot of the film. Characters in the film are
constantly in the presence of this water, drenched
by it, wading through it, or lying down in it. In the
years following the film'’s production, several of the
people involved died of the same strain of lung cancer,
including Anatoly Solonytsin, Larissa Tarkovskaya, and
Tarkovsky himself.

Eight years after Tarkovsky left the Zone, and
months before his death, the 4th reactor of the Cherno-
byl Nuclear Power Plant experienced a catastrophic
power increase that led to the explosion of its core. In
the aftermath of the disaster, the Soviet government
put in place a 30-km-radius exclusion zone around
the plant. Although Tarkovsky’s film doesn't reference
nuclear disaster, his creation of the invisible presence
of the Zone has served as an archetype, the formal
depiction of nuclear disaster. Twenty-five years after
the disaster, guides calling themselves “stalkers” offer
tours of the nearby, abandoned town of Pripyat. But
here, the Geiger counter takes the place of intuition in
navigating the exclusion zone.

Volker Sattel's Unter Kontrolle (2011), filmed in
working and decommissioned nuclear power plants
between 2007 and 2010, cannot help but address the
legacies of Chernobyl and Tarkovsky's Zone. The film
provides a relatively unedited progression of footage
through nuclear power plants, and other secondary
and tertiary levels of the nuclear energy industry. Talk-
ing heads are kept to a minimum; technicians, officials,
scientists, and regulators are only heard from when
they give critical information or provide moments
of dark, oblivious humour (“So it's the red button,
Uwe?” says one, contemplating an espresso machine).
Although it is a documentary, it inhabits the formal
archetype of Tarkovsky’s Zone. The dominant structure
of the film is formed by the tectonics of the camera
and the spaces created by its movement. Yet, while the
movement of the camera in Stalker maintains a lack
of smoothness, for example, on a diesel-run handcar
travelling along a bumpy track or in the hesitating gaze
of an unknown presence, Unter Kontrolle avails itself
of machine-milled smoothness. The robotics that are
shown in the film to smooth the movements of their
human nuclear power plant operators could have been
used as the apparatus for filming the longer shots.
Whereas the long shots in Stalker serve to differentiate
the otherwise unambiguous layout of the Zone—that
between perimeter and centre—the camera movement
in Unter Kontrolle becomes a pure expression of the
variegated spaces and machines of the nuclear industry.

Nuclear technology and the mere existence of a
nuclear industry would appear to be the radical appli-
cation of a materialist worldview: the confident materi-
alist labours undaunted in the everyday application of
physical laws towards a class of matter whose harmful
aspect is invisible, eternal, and fatal. At the Institute
of Risk Research in Vienna, an academic lays out the
scale: “Plutonium, for example, has relatively weak
emissions, but it can't be allowed to enter the body.
The World Health Organization says a millionth of a
gram can cause lung cancer. Extrapolating from that,
one gram would give a million people lung cancer, a
kilo a billion, and a few kilos all of humanity...There
are substances that must be kept out of the biosphere
for an unfathomable amount of time. There are certain
isotopes, cesium isotopes, and others, that have
half lives of 1.5 or even 15 million years.” Radiating
outward from the infinitesimal centre of active mate-
rial are concentric offsets of protection. The centre-
perimeter paradigm of Tarkovsky's Zone is re-enacted
in the three-foot-thick, steel-encased concrete walls of
the reactor, in the showering vestibules at the plant’s
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rods as they go from the reactor to storage.

Beyond the the safety of this material offset,
the human factor, either in threat or in error, comes
to the fore as the protagonist of the film’s disaster
scenarios. In the face of a human threat, the notion of
a buffer zone is taken to extremes. The zones spin off
into myriad territories, spreading out until the threat
is exhausted. Terrorism, for example, personified in
an airborne, visually guided attack, has spawned the
remarkable formal innovation of a ground-deployed
smokescreen, a 300-metre-thick blanket of smoke that
can be augmented with a so-called “GPS jamming/
spoofing system” to obscure the target of the station
from those approaching by airplane. In turn, the manu-
facturer of the smokescreen, Rheinmetall Defense,
spins off further into its own zones. Testing facilities and

“proving grounds,” run by their subsidiary Rheinmetall
Waffe Munition GmbH, preside over a vast 50-square-
kilometre swath of bombed out fields in Unterlii3.

If the human factor is in error, the offsets
proceed in similar fashion. At the Powertech Training
Centre in Essen, one trainer hedges the factor of
human error with a buffer zone, literally blocking
out the possibility of human decision: “We define
tasks performed by humans and tasks performed by
technology, and our facilities are designed to account
for human error. And we all make mistakes, ten an
hour on average... that can be risky when dealing with
nuclear technology. That's why the facilities have auto-
mated mechanisms that decide what action to take in
unclear situations.” Human error not only pushes out-
ward in offsets of automated failsafe, but proliferates
humans as well. Almost in response to Schopenhauer’s
charge that “materialism is the philosophy of the
subject who forgets to take account of himself,” ! the
nuclear industry radiates outward in ringed forms of
bureaucratic architecture. As if to say, we will account
for subjectivity by proliferating subjects.

Scenes of the International Atomic Energy
Agency take place in architect Johan Staber’s Austria
Centre in Vienna. In a vast semi-circular room remi-
niscent of the cooling towers from earlier in the film
or the UN General Assembly, a lone official maintains
that although the amount of plutonium required to
create a nuclear bomb is 8 kg, they account for “every
last gram” of nuclear material in a country. In 1968,
Sol LeWitt, contemplating a similarly rare and guarded
material, the jeweled Cellini Cup, proposed to encase
itin a cube of concrete. Indeed, concrete, deployed
in LeWittian fashion, is the medium of choice for the
land artists of nuclear disposal. So-called “geological
disposition” entails the mixing of radioactive waste
water with concrete, pouring that concrete into barrels,
burying those barrels in granite 600 metres below the
earth’s surface, and finally backfilling the entire under-
ground system of caverns with even more concrete.

Concrete is the copious and obvious response
to water. Water, the dynamic and essential element of
the nuclear industry, is indispensable in all aspects of
generation, safety, and remediation. Perhaps the most
impressive footage in the film is of a spent fuel rod
being moved from the reactor into storage. The entire
operation needs to happen under a considerable
amount of water, all of which is extremely radioactive.
This liquid in the film helps to give expression to the
invisible presence at the centre of all the offsets. In
Stalker, Tarkovsky, the mystic, provides the antithesis
for the glowing water of the materialist masterpiece:
in a long downward looking tracking shot, the
camera hovers over a shallow pool of water covering
assorted detritus. As we recognize in this material—

a gun, a razor blade, a syringe, a shell casing, a
postcard of a painting by Van Eyck—the text of the
Zone, its character begins to clarify. Buffers that were
breached, fail-safes that failed, and a human factor
in catastrophe—these are the touchstones of the
exclusion zone.

Note

1. Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and
Representation, Volume II, trans. E.F.J. Payne
(New York: Dover), 13.
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