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For over thirty years, Alexander Chekmenev has documented the daily lives of those whom society often ignores and excludes, those
whose individual stories are stigmatized or considered too long, too hard, too complicated, hopeless. Chekmenev not only listens to
these stories, he makes them visible, and builds lasting relationships with his subjects over years, thus offering various forms of
support.
In Citizens of Kyiv, Chekmenev captures the courage and fighting spirit of ordinary people resisting the war in Ukraine. Chekmenev’s
visual language is reminiscent of his earlier series, and, at the same time, that of the Flemish Golden Age masters. His subjects,
although photographed at the most devastating time in their lives, exude a certain magnanimity, and inspire admiration. Each portrait
is accompanied by personal stories, further highlighting the generosity, altruism and unity of the Ukrainian nation.
Citizens of Kyiv exhibition is a part of a project run by Kultur Aktiv (Germany), in cooperation with Ta(r)dino 6 Art Platform (Azerbaijan)
and IZOLYATSIA Platform for Cultural Initiatives (Ukraine), funded by the Culture of Solidarity programme of the European Cultural
Foundation and the Federal Agency for Civic Education.
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Alexander Chekmenev (b. in 1969 in Luhansk, Ukraine, living in Kyiv, Ukraine) started his career as a photographer in 1988 documenting
people in his hometown located in a coal mining region that was seriously affected by the collapse of the Soviet Union. His photographs
of this period reflect the roughness of social and political situations of the decade and form a unique archive of Ukraine's life.
Chekmenev portrays his sitters in a straight-out documentality, which is combined with a sincere interest towards the stories of people,
and understanding of their characters and habits (e.g., projects Street people, 1994-1999; Passport, 1995). Along with that, the
photographer creates series featuring the contemporary political situation in the country, showing recent events and their outcome
(Euromaidan, 2014; War–Torn, 2014-2015; War in Donbass, 2014-2016; Deleted, 2018-2020; Citizens of Kyiv, 2022-ongoing).
Chekmenev’s works have been published in New York Times Lens Blog, Time Magazine and Time Light Box, New Yorker Photo Booth,
MSNBC, Quartz, The Guardian, Vice Magazine, Liberation. He received a Grand Prix "Photographer of the Year of Ukraine 2013". He is
the author of Donbass (2011), Passport (2017), Lilies (2020) and Pharmakon / Ambulance (2021) photo books.
His works are widely exhibited internationally and are part of several museum collections - Museum of Kharkiv School of Photography
(MOKSOP) Ukraine, "Mystetskyi Arsenal'' Museum, Kyiv, Ukraine, Märkisches Museum in Witten and Ludwig Museum in Cologne,
Germany.

Press contact:
info@tardino6.art
This text and press images are available at this link - https://bit.ly/ChekmenevArles2022
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Alexander Chekmenev, Citizens of Kyiv series, 2022,
portrait of Kateryna Hryshchenko
70x52 cm, ed. 4/10 + 2 ap
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Alexander Chekmenev, Citizens of Kyiv series, 2022,
portrait of Natalia Dolinska
70x52 cm, ed. 4/10 + 2 ap
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Alexander Chekmenev, Citizens of Kyiv series, 2022,
portrait of Anna Malinina
70x52 cm, ed. 4/10 + 2 ap
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Alexander Chekmenev, Citizens of Kyiv series, 2022,
double portrait of Maksym Pavliuk and Liubov
Tymchenko
70x52 cm, ed. 4/10 + 2 ap
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Alexander Chekmenev’s Citizens of Kyiv:
The Labour of Witnessing
Since the beginning of Russia’s invasion, Ukrainian photography and photographs of the war in Ukraine have been expansively
published and exhibited on different online and offline platforms all over the world. Their omnipresence comes as no surprise,
considering that photography has always been used to digest the horror of death and destruction, as well as a document of the crimes
committed in the course of war. This medium has become one of the important tools in communicating the tragedy Ukraine is facing,
and in calling on the international community for action and support. The background fear that we Ukrainians are all experiencing is
that the avalanche of images produced daily, and their intensity, at some point will overwhelm society’s capacity to react. This is
especially probable, keeping in mind the number of other “crises” the whole world is living through - demographic, ecological,
technogenic are just a few to mention. The French philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy suggests to search for “another language, that is to say,
not new words, but another capacity to listen, another sensitivity to meaning itself”1 to respond to the global shifts we are
experiencing. And listening is exactly the strategy that photographer Alexander Chekmenev applies in his process.
Alexander Chekmenev is one of the prominent figures in contemporary Ukrainian photography. Born in Luhansk, he is best known for
the series of shocking and bold shots of Donbas life in the 1990s-2000s. However, it wasn’t until 2011, just a few years before the
outbreak of war in the East of the country, that his archive finally came to light as a presentiment of current and ongoing events.
Almost every discussion on Chekmenev’s photography revolves around two key themes: “empathy” and “memory”. The founder of the
Museum of Kharkiv School of Photography, photographer Sergiy Lebedynskyy once aptly characterised Chekmenev’s artwork as
“evidence of the survivor”, having gone through all the hardships of life in the region, the photographer's approach is specifically
defined by sensitivity towards social outcasts. He claims to be driven by the desire both to preserve the vanishing traces of the epoch,
and to save the memory of people whose voices are being muted by official discourses.
One of the projects Chekmenev worked on from 2018 to 2020 was Deleted, a series of portraits of Kyiv's homeless inhabitants. The
bitter irony is that, after February 24, the majority of the country became homeless. According to the UN, around seven million
Ukrainians were displaced, and roughly the same number were forced to flee the country, more than a third of the total population.
Therefore, the ongoing project Citizens of Kyiv can be interpreted as a continuation of Deleted.

1

Kamran Baradaran, "To Be Listening: Interview with Jean-Luc Nancy", Philosophy World Democracy. March 30, 2021.
https://www.philosophy-world-democracy.org/to-be-listening
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The series was launched as an assignment for The New York Times Magazine but has quickly surpassed that purpose. The initial task
was to photograph the people who stayed in Kyiv under attack during the first month of the invasion, but now the series includes over
one hundred images telling the stories of those who remained in the towns and villages of the Kyiv and Chernihiv regions. The names
of those localities are now painfully familiar to the rest of the world: Bucha, Irpin, Borodyanka… However, in the first weeks of the
invasion even moving freely around Kyiv was hardly possible, not to mention going outside the city. Chekmenev recalls that the city was
literally empty, and finding protagonists for the series was extremely complicated, so he had to use his contacts to reach out to people.
The first portrait of the series was the portrait of Svitlana Petrovska, the mother of Katja Petrovska, a Kyiv-born German prose writer
and journalist.
All images are made in the same vein, adopted from the Deleted series: frontal poses of the model, warm goldish colours and dramatic
chiaroscuro lighting. The latter was also used for the iconic April cover of Time magazine with Volodymyr Zelensky. “The lighting for
ordinary people and for the President is the same – there is no difference for me”, Chekmenev's comments. The only difference with
the previous project is that in Citizens of Kyiv, the photographer slightly accentuates the background which holds symbolic significance
for the subject. Everyone was photographed in a venue charged with personal meaning – a subway station that served as a shelter
during bombings; a field kitchen where a woman volunteers; the façade of the opera theatre where a dancer works; the Deputy
Director of the St. Sophia Conservation Area in the gleam of the Virgin of Orans mosaic. The images are inseparable from the stories
behind them, so every composition is accompanied by a caption. What is striking about those captions is the fact that they provide us
with accounts not of the victimhood, but of resistance and horizontal cooperation.
Getting to know people’s stories is an essential part of Chekmenev’s practice: he is never seeking a scene, but an individual. The voice
recorder on his smartphone is full of testimonies. And the photographer is the one who takes care of those testimonies; since the very
beginning of his work on Citizens of Kyiv, he has been thinking about compiling the material into a book. For the author, it is the most
natural way of prolonging the life of any project, and he has already published five photobooks. The difference is that those
publications were decades apart from the time when the images themselves were made. Those publications were intended to address
future generations, and thus benefit from a certain historical perspective and distance. But this isn’t the case with Citizens of Kyiv,
which is an instantaneous reaction. It is a project about people with an uncertain future. It is created by a photographer, who is himself
both the subject and the witness of the war, choosing to stay in Kyiv.
Oleksandra Osadcha
Curator, researcher, Museum of Kharkiv School of Photography (MOKSOP), Kharkiv, Ukraine
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