
 

1. In the introduction to the book you write that for you and most Russians, 

the war in Chechnya was a something faraway and distant, and yet you 

had heard so many stories about Chechnya that you wanted to see it for 

yourselves. Could you explain the initial motivation a bit more to do a 

book about the city of Grozny? How has your perspective changed during 

the project? 

 

As a child I was horrified by the cruel stories about the war crimes of the 

Second World War. I used to think that lessons were too scary for the humanity 

to ever repeat them. Chechnya was constantly on the news when I was a 

teenager, and the two wars in Chechnya seemed for me like terrible history 

repeating itself. 

 

I feel that we need at least start talking about the damage, start to discuss what 

is left by the 15 years of war. Though I’m not sure that our society is ready for 

that.  

 

We were trying to make some new approach to document this new life of 

Grozny, that was covered by many talented photographers, and we were just 

looking for our own attitude towards what is happening now in Chechnya. 

 

With the end of the war, the system of institutionalized oppression in Chechnya 

hasn’t been abandoned. In fact, it has mutated. Now the Chechens themselves 

are the ones who are kidnapping, torturing and oppressing their society. All of 

this happens without any disapproval from Moscow, and under the guise of 

rebuilding the destroyed republic. 

 

 

2. The book is titled Grozny: Nine Cities and as the name implies you are 

representing nine different aspects of life in Grozny, how did you come 

up with this concept and how have you chosen the nine aspects to focus 

on? 

 

I found an idea of nine “cities” hidden in one in a novel called 

“Theophilus North” written by an American author Thornton Wilder. I 

sent it to my colleagues and we immediately decided to use this concept 

as a structure for our project. And then we invested a lot of time into 



research — both primary research while shooting, and secondary 

between the trips.  

 

 

3. In “Boys of zinc” Svetlana Alexievich describes the lasting effects of the 

Afghanistan war; do you expect similar long-term (and maybe 

traumatized) impacts of Russia’s war in Chechnya? 

 

Yes, of course. Chechnya is still a pressure point for Russia because of the 

extremely cruel war that left such heavy traces on the citizens of both nations. 

In the 2000s, Russians were taught by the media to fear and hate the 

Chechens. Suddenly Chechnya disappeared from the media reports, only to 

recently re-emerge with its renovated city centres. Some Russians, who believe 

in strong-arm government methods feel that Ramzan Kadyrov is more 

“effective” than Putin himself. When I look at Chechnya I see a kingdom of 

crooked mirrors for Russia. I feel that it is very important to tell people what is 

inside.  

 

By the way it’s interesting that you’re mentioning Alexievich writing. She was 

one of the authors who inspired us most when we were working on the 

interviews. And I’m really glad that half of our book is texts, because I feel that 

photography is not enough when you talk about complex social and political 

issues. 

 

4. Some of the photos you have taken are very personal and intimate, how 

difficult was it for you to get access to the people and to win their trust? 

 

Well… the answer depends on what pictures are you talking about… Personally 

for me the hardest part was to know what to ask during the interviews, and the 

best interviews we took only after we have been working in Chechnya for 3-4 

years.  

 

And another important issue was that we had to make sure we protected our 

collaborators. And we really invested a lot of effort in it.  

 

 

5. You have done your research over a long period: from 2009 to 2017. 

What have been the most important changes that you have experienced 



and how has the life of ordinary people changed? Do you see 

improvements? 

 

People are scared and worn out after long years of war. They have no real 

protection from Kadyrov’s men in uniform. They are faced with a corrupt 

judicial system and high unemployment. But President Kadyrov declares 

himself the one and only real victor against terrorism in the North Caucuses, 

and the official figures back him up. And people are happy that at least the war 

is over and nobody is bombing the city.  

 

 

6. In the chapter “city of religion” you report also about ceremonies to end 

blood feuds between families. This invokes an image of a very traditional 

societal structure, how do the people cope with the new, modern and 

money-driven society? 

 

It’s definitely not easy for the people. Religion is the first thing to fill the moral 

vacuum left behind by two wars. Chechens are trying to define themselves as a 

society after oppression during the Soviet Union followed by 15 years of war. 

They search for the truth in religious teachings and look for moral support in 

Islam. 

 

Now the authorities are declaring that the things people see on western TV and 

on the internet represent utterly inhuman values. And the government is trying 

make religion fashionable among the young people. Those who don’t like 

Kadyrov’s vision of Chechnya either are succumbing to ISIS propaganda in 

search of social justice or trying to flee to Europe.  

 

The change is especially hard for women. The moral requirements for men and 

women differ drastically. Men are allowed to do far more. Some women are 

trying to resist, some hope, that if they follow all the rules, everything will be all 

right.  

 

During the wars women were in charge of themselves. Now women are told to 

put on a headscarf and stay in the kitchen, though women in Chechnya have far 

more work than men, so some families are heavily dependent on women’s job.  

So it is difficult for society, and everybody is confused.  

 



 

7. A chapter that I thought would have been interesting as well would be 

the “city of youth”. How are the girls and boys who were born after the 

wars growing up in the new system? 

 

We were thinking about whether we need to have such a chapter, but finally 

we decided that life for boys and girls are really different in the region, and 

decided that we would cover this story as a parts of the other ones. Finally we 

left a lot of it out of the book, but there is much more of “city of the youth” in 

our three screens 20 minutes video.  

 

Some of the young people are trying to adjust to the system - to find some 

career opportunities in the military or government service. Some of the young 

guys we befriended became radical Muslims. They used to look like privileged 

young Muscovites, but after they and their friends were detained by police and 

beaten — because that’s the methods the Chechen police use trying to uncover 

those young people who are helping terrorists  — the became much more 

radicalized.  

 

 

8. As so often, the causes of the wars in Chechnya can be traced back to the 

collapse of the Soviet Union and the chaotic years thereafter, how have 

you personally experienced the transition period after the end of the 

Soviet Union? 

 

It’s a good question. I think the transition to capitalism was similar to 

immigration for most of the population. Since the early 2000s, the national net 

wealth owned by Russia’s rich and super rich has skyrocketed. We no longer 

have equal consumer purchasing power.  

 

I personally was lucky. My mother is a doctor and in the early 90s she learnt 

how to work with ultrasound and worked a lot of extra hours to give me 

possibility to get a good education. And then in the early 2000s the soaring oil 

prices drove poverty away, and you could pick up any job you want a make a 

career.  

 

So I went to St. Petersburg State University for International Relations and had 

a more or less successful career in management and marketing before shifting 



to photography and visual storytelling. My professional career as a 

photojournalist actually started with the Grozny: Nine Cities project. 

 

 

 

 

9. Your book has been published in 2018, what are the projects you three 

are currently working on? 

I feel that photography is not working for me as a tool to reflect on the 

situation as it used to be, I’m more interested in research-based art and 

documentary filmmaking.  

I can’t start filming the next documentary movie I was going to because of the 

quarantine, but I’ve started working on documentary poetry project — I’m 

gathering internet comments on the situation in Russia regarding the covid 

pandemic and all the political decisions concerning it to turn them into some a 

work of drama. I think I’m using all my knowledge that I gathered working with 

interviews in Grozny project, but in a new way.  

 

 


