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U K R A I N E

CHERNOBYL
BACK IN BLACK



The old Jewish cemetery of Chernobyl. 
It has been abandoned since the 1986 nuclear accident, but 
many Jews living in the world who come from Chernobyl want to 
be buried here. In fact,there are many tombs dated after 1986.



Chernobyl before chernobyl

Black shadows wander through Chernobyl, the Ukrainian city that suffered the greatest nuclear 
disaster in history. They appear against the light before broken windows. They obliquely 
pass over walls, caressing the peeling plaster in silence. They sigh over sarcophagi covered 
with unlit candles. And they speak an ancient language which few now remember after the 
tragic accident of 26 April 1986. 
But they are not the spirits of those hundreds of men and women who were forced to flee the 
radioactive cloud produced by the failed nuclear reactors. Their bodies are real. They have 
long beards. They wear hats with long braids hanging from them. They are the last descendants 
of one of the most important citizens of Chernobyl who was buried here in 1787: Rabbi Menachem 
Bochum Twersky, the founder of Hasidic Judaism, the reforming current of orthodox Judaism. 

They come in pilgrimage every year to honour his memory and that of the confreres who lived 
in the Ukrainian city until 1920, when the anti-Semitic uprisings aided by the tsars turned 
into the atheist and devastating hand of the Soviet communists. 
There is almost no remaining trace of the five synagogues which had made Chernobyl the 
capital of Hasidic Judaism. Only tombstones hidden in birch forests. Ruined roads that lead 
to nothing. But in that place where the time and madness of man had no pity for the mortal 
remains of Chernobyl, a faithful Hasidic song continues to rise up to heaven. 
Their hands trace the commemorative words on the walls of the once-inhabited homes. Where 
the confreres come from is unimportant: if from the homonymous town recreated 40 kilometres 
from New York, or from some remote corner of the world. The promised land is here, and 
Twersky’s children will never leave this place. Whatever tragedy history will want to write.  



Yitz Twersky and Rabbi Leibel Sirkes in the office of the 
Interinform agency in Chernobyl, which manages the Chernobyl 

exclusion zone. Yitz Twersky and Rabbi Leibel Sirkes expressed 
the Jewish community’s desire to buy all the land inside 
the evacuated area so it can preserve the sacred sites of 

the Hasidic Jews. Among these is the old cemetery with the 
tombs of the religion’s founders and the ancient synagogue.



Hasidic Jews pray at the tombs of Grand Rabbi Aharon Twersky Admur of Chernobyl and Grand Rabbi Menachem Nachum Twersky Admur of Chernobyl. The latter was born 
in 1730 and died in Chernobyl in 1787. He was the founder of the Chernobyl Hasidic dynasty. He was a disciple of Baal Shem Tov and of the Maggid of Mezritch 
and published one of the early works of Hasidic thought. His book Me’or Einayim (Light of the Eyes) spread after his death and contains a collection of his 
homilies concerning the weekly portions of the Torah and selections of the Talmud. The book has been accepted as one of the main works of Hasidic thought.



Hasidic Jews in front of the tomb 
of Rabbi Menachem Nochum Twersky.



Hasidic Jew inside the 
abandoned synagogue of Chernobyl.



Hasidic Jews pray at the tomb of Rabbi Menachem Nochum Twersky. The tombs are located near a former school within the evacuated 
area of Chernobyl. A school was built over the Jewish cemetery during the Soviet era. The tombs had been forgotten for decades 
and then recovered in the early 90s thanks to the Jewish community, which restored them to preserve them from oblivion.



The statue of Lenin in front of the 
House of Culture, a former residence 
of the Jewish religious community.



Yitz Twersky in front of the former 
synagogue, while he shows some of 
his old images to Rabbi Leibel Sirkes.



Hasidic Jews in front of 
the Chernobyl synagogue.



Hasidic Jews pray at the tomb 
of Rabbi Menachem Nochum Twersky.



Hasidic Jews pray at the tombs of Grand Rabbi Aharon Twersky Admur of Chernobyl and Grand Rabbi Menachem Nachum Twersky Admur 
of Chernobyl. Grand Rabbi Aharon Twersky Admur of Chernobyl was the son of Rabbi Menachem Nochum Twersky and Grand Rabbi Menachem 
Nachum Twersky Admur of Chernobyl was his nephew. They continued to spread the Hasidic current to Chernobyl and throughout Ukraine.



The old Jewish cemetery of Chernobyl. 
It has been abandoned since the 1986 
nuclear accident, but many Jews living 
in the world who come from Chernobyl 
want to be buried here. In fact, there 
are many tombs dated after 1986.



Hasidic Jews in front of the tombs of Grand Rabbi 
Aharon Twersky Admur of Chernobyl and Grand Rabbi 
Menachem Nachum Twersky Admur of Chernobyl.



Jew visiting the abandoned 
Chernobyl synagogue.



Yitz Twersky in front of the monument 
that marks the entrance to Chernobyl.



The tour bus “Hasidic Jewish Heritage” 
leaves Chernobyl after the visit.



Yitz Twersky and Rabbi Leibel Sirkes 
inside the former synagogue of Chernobyl.



Jew visiting the abandoned 
Chernobyl synagogue.



Yitz Twersky praying and crying over the tomb of his 
ancestor and founder of the Hasidic movement, Grand 
Rabbi Menachem Nachum Twersky Admur of Chernobyl.



The main synagogue was in this spot before the pogrom, 
but during the Soviet period it was demolished and a 
bar and public bath were built above its remains. 
Today only the original floor is preserved.



Rabbi Leibel Sirkes lives in New Square, 40 miles from New York. Today it is considered the new Chernobyl since after 1920 the entire community of the original 
city fled from Ukraine and moved to the United States. They founded a new centre here which the Hasidic Jewish community considers the new Chernobyl: New 
Square. Sirkes was the first to find the tombs after the nuclear disaster and, thanks to the Jewish community, restored them to preserve them from oblivion.



Hasidic Jews in the abandoned Chernobyl synagogue.



Monument in memory of a mass tomb of Jews. 
It is one of the places where most of this 

area’s Jews were killed during the Holocaust.



Hasidic Jews write their 
names inside the former 
Chernobyl synagogue.



The tour bus “Hasidic 
Jewish Heritage” leaves 

Chernobyl after the visit.
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