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When transcribed into the electronic domain of Artificial Intelligence, reality continually
reconfigures itself beyond recognition. What was once naively perceived as a forensically
established testimonial document-an evidence of the real-is now melting down before our eyes,
becoming an incomprehensible morphogenetic entity: a paranoid machine, a hyperobject. This
process of contemporary technological irradiation initiates a chain reaction of uncontrollable
symbolic mutations that uncannily resembles another process that marks a critical point in the
unfolding of modernity: the emergence of nuclear energy-viewed both as an apparent threat and an
assumed opportunity.
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The Cloud is composed of divergent vectors of human and non-human agency, biography and history,
the factual and the fictional. It is both an investigation into the toxic cloud that the broken
reactor at Chernobyl spewed into the air, and an investigation into data residing in "the cloud’
that fuels Artificial Intelligence. What is the singularity of the human body at this improbable yet
inevitable convergence point between two clouds? Where do we locate the body's inherent fragility
and its posthuman resilience? Where lies the malignant potential for its inevitable deterioration,
and where is the promise of its post-apocalyptic redemption?
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BACKGROUND

On April 26 1986, Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plants Reactor No. 4 exploded after tests were
improperly carried out and the operators lost control. The meltdown of the core of the reactor
triggered the instant death of the nearby workers and exposed others to lethal radiation. On the
next day, the inhabitants of the neighbouring town of Pripyat, Ukraine, experienced severe nausea
and respiratory symptoms. Yet, the accident would only be announced tersely two days later on
Soviet TV and it was not until Sweden found out about the presence of a radioactive cloud drifting
across Europe that the world came to grasp the full extent of the Chernobyl explosion. After
Sweden, the burning graphite cloud travelled northwards toward Finland, and Eastern Europe, and
later on to Southern parts of Europe and to the rest of the world, exposing the public to levels up
to one hundred times the normal background radiation.

Arkadi Zaides himself was born in 1979 in Belarus, back then a republic of the USSR, in the city of
Gomel, which is located 130 km away from Chernobyl. He was six years old when the catastrophe
took place. In his body, higher-than-normal radiation levels were detected after the Chernobyl
accident, which led to a series of treatments and caused a state of panic in his family. The
following years were spent under the constant threat of an invisible enemy: the radiation. Another
threat however was related to the control of information by the Soviet Government.

The investigations and prosecutions following the accident were conducted by the Soviets in the
forbidden zone itself, deterring the presence of journalists and investigators. Consequently, the
accident remains to this day shrouded in secrecy and speculation. In the course of Russia's recent
attempt to invade Ukraine, Chernobyl was the first location taken by the Russians forces. The
occupation of the powerplant evoked a state of emergency and panic in Europe and around the world.
Two months later, Cherbobyl was also the first area from which the Russian forces withdrew, after
that, according to Ukrainian sources, the soldiers received “significant doses” of radiation when
driving heavy vehicles through highly contaminated areas and digging trenches in the forest in the
exclusion zone around the plant. These events are not only a reminder of the real danger that lies
in the contaminated grounds of Chernobyl to this day and for many more decades, but also symbolic
of this territory that continuously haunts the world’s collective consciousness.
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RADIATION DOSE ACROSS EUROPE - 3 MAY 1986

Increased radiation dose across Europe captured on the 2rd of May 1986, one week
after the explosion of the Chernobyl Power Plant reactor No.4

THE CLOUD

Inspired by the notion of "hyperobject", which Timothy Morton defines as an element that is
"massively distributed in time and space relative to humans”?, in this performance, Zaides puts the
Chernobyl catastrophe into the limelight. This is done by evoking the concept of the cloud through
several material and conceptual references. It is evoked through the investigation and observation
of the actual movement performed by the cloud of radioactive waste following the Chernobyl
catastrophe (watch here a simulation of the expansion of the radioactive cloud during the two
weeks following the Chernobyl accident). It is also evoked through the movement within a web of
different pieces of information and misinformation, within a cloud of released data that drives
collective consciousness towards a state of paranoia and panic, that evokes doomsday narratives
and touches upon the most primal fears of humanity’s extinction.

Artificial Intelligence (AI), which in itself could be seen as a cloud of information and knowledge
that is constantly growing and evolving, is used in this performance as a central methodological
tool. Various custom-made self-learning algorithms were developed to process documentary
materials (texts, images, sounds) that are related to both the Chernobyl catastrophe and the
recent geopolitical developments in the region. These tools generate outputs (textual, visual and
sonoric) with which the performers interact onstage. In this project, thus, Zaides explores how
artificial intelligence (AI) technologies can intervene in a specific historical event: the Chernobyl
disaster. The project uses related documentary materials as inputs for a self-learning system and
examines how ultra-intelligent machines move through, perceive and process such data and
consequently produce various types of mutated outputs. Consequently, 7he Cloud project aims to

1 Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology After the End of the World, University of Minnesota Press, 2013
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create a dialogue hetween two clouds that have shaped our contemporary world in different ways.
The cloud of Chernohyl was a result of human error and technological failure, while the cloud of AI
is a result of human aspiration and technological innovation. Both clouds have raised ethical,
social, and environmental questions that are relevant today. By juxtaposing these two clouds, the
project hopes to stimulate reflection and discussion on the role and responsibility of humans and
machines in shaping our past, present, and future.

‘ 0.1:30:004-"
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AI generated image after feeding the system with Chernobyl disaster related video materials

With the use of video, lights, voice, and physical presence on stage Zaides’ artistic team thus
questions how - by using both factual and fictional information - a web of interconnected fragments
of data and embodied states can reveal the presence of an apocalypse. Inspired by the analysis
pencil diagrams of the American neo-conceptual artist Mark Lombardi that mapped complex
relationships behind some of the world's biggest and most complex scandals, 74e Cloud team is
interested in the possibility of creating and at the same time hijacking the conspiracy theory
mechanism (the act of seeding something in the mind of people) in order to create a progressive
narration rather than a reactionary one.

Mark Lombardi International Systems and Controls Houston Foto: Otto Saxinger (2296x1535), Using graphite and red pencil, and
information culled from newspaper accounts, television, and other sources in the public domain, Lombardi developed a new type of history
painting that maps the economic underpinnings of our global society.
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This project furthered Zaides' exploration of Documentary Choreography, a key concept in his
artistic practice and PhD research at the Antwerp University, Royal Conservatoire Antwerp, Ghent
University and KASK/School of Arts (HoGent). By integrating existing archival information into this
performance, he questions how choreography is able to weave together factual and fictional
information and embodied practices in order to question social and political realities. This interest
in the performative quality of documents became part and parcel of his artistic work. Zaides
focuses on how the theatre becomes a space where alternative narratives are explored and
performed and where the audience is confronted with their own subjectification when it comes to
exposure to information.

THE LIQUIDATOR(S)

The performance begins by tracing the autobiography of Zaides told by himself. Halfway through the
performance, the accumulated information is activated through the presence of the character of a
liquidator embodied by a performer. Chernobyl liquidators were a crew of more than 600,000
civilians and military personnel, who were called upon by the Soviet authorities to deal with the
consequences of the 1986 Chernobyl nuclear disaster on the site of the event. The process of
“cleaning” the site continued for many months after the actual accident. Thousands died in the
following years as a result of the exposure to high radiation levels, and many thousands remained
disabled.

An original USSR Chernobyl liquidator chemical protection suit was purchased for the project and
will serve as the performers’ costume. The presence of the fully covered characters onstage not
only
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represents the potential danger of contamination in the real world, but also becomes like another
layer of their skin, a constant reminder of Zaides’ past haunted by radiation. Thus, in the process
of creating this piece, Zaides confronts his deepest fears while reflecting on his own biography.

Through his embodied practice onstage, the liquidator is confronted with the imagined materiality

oot



The Cloud
Arkadi Zaides | Institut des Croisements

of nuclear waste, a core tension at work in the project; he has to deal with material that is
forever active, forever undead, and forever dangerous for human beings. While the liquidators’
original role was to clean the fallout of burning graphite released from the reactor, the liquidators
on stage become trapped in a sisyphean task. They repair what cannot be repaired, clean and store
what cannot be cleaned and stored and are called to cover up the evidence of a crime that lies
forever in plain sight.
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PRAKTICAL

1h (no break).
English - no subtitles

we tour on demand.
6 people are touring: 4 cast and 2 crew.

all the dates of the performances can be found via this link
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