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Thursday, 24th February saw an event that altered the European landscape immeasurably. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, pre-empted by the annexation of Crimea in 2014, produced a seismic shift away from stability into a territory of unknown and un-invited dimensions. I wonder how many people here thought, with hope and optimism, that the prospect of war in, or in close proximity to, Europe was a thing of the past?

Whilst Ukraine is not officially European country, it has, to a great extent, a European cultural identity, bordering Poland, but also one that any political geographer would regard as a risk due to it borders also touching Belarus and of course the Russian federation. Ukrainian nationals have freedom of movement via Shengen, and there has been a close relationship with the EU.

It is probably not wise to enter here into a history of Ukraine, save to say that I remember how this country was often referred to as The Ukraine by English speakers. This is an interesting indicator of the popular mis-perception of Ukraine being regarded as less a country but as a territory, or a geological entity. Indeed, the history of Ukraine does seem to tell the story of a massive landmass, and a people, that was used and abused by its largest neighbour, whether that be Tzarist Russia, the Soviet Union, or the Russian Federation.

We all seem very much more familiar with Ukraine now. We might even be able to point to it on a map! But let’s not kid ourselves that not unlike Kuwait just over thirty years ago (the first Gulf War, 1991), very few of us paid much attention to this massive provider of food and metals.

Neither is the conflict in Ukraine the only one taking place in the world right now. There are conflicts in, or between, over 40 countries across the world. However, it is the one that seems to threaten us most and brings war closest to our own doorsteps.

On the morning of the 24th of February I was listening to the Today programme on BBC Radio 4, as is my habit. That’s when the news broke. - around 6:30 in the morning. My response was to film the blossom just beginning to open on a tree in our garden in driving snow. An odd perhaps rather pointless response, but I did this due to the sense of hope and resilience that is associated with blossom. And it is the case that Ukrainians have required immense amounts of both hope and resilience.

That was the start of a project I called Hymn for Ukraine. It was staged at the beautiful Tramshed building in Derby City Centre on two nights: the 17th March to mark four weeks of the invasion, and the 18th to coincide with the launch of the FORMAT off year programme for 2022. Since then it has evolved into further performances at Dubrek Studios. I was humbled to have the original film footage play its part in the commemoration of 365 days of conflict at Derby Cathedral. And also to perform an interpretation of the C19th hymn, Prayer for Ukraine.

The Hymn was all well and good. I hope it served to make a statement of solidarity - although it received no press coverage at all. However, if you were one of the 200 or so visitors to the work, then I hope you think it served some purpose.

An issue I had with Hymn was that it was not going to tell the human story. It was emblematic and evocative. I felt the need to develop an approach that was more human centred. This project, the one exhibited here as part of FORMAT23 International Photography Festival, is UKraine Lives, and makes more conventional use of photographic media. It is essentially a portrait project that also involves the stories of a number of Ukrainian refugees who came forward to participate. The idea was to provide a forum for their stories, their voices, as well as images of them.

There are nine participants to date, with more, I hope, looking to engage with future developments of the project. And there were a few who pulled out due to a number of reasons. One simply didn’t like the photographs I made (fair enough). Others were simply too busy trying to keep a roof over the head of themselves and their family - and this is a pressing theme for you all here since for many the period of sponsorship has come to an end. My sincere appreciation goes to those who stuck it out!

The project does not end here. I consider this exhibition to be the start. I am keen to involve more people in the project and extend the project beyond Derbyshire with a view to further exhibitions and, eventually, a publication that stands as a record of this moment in time.

Particular thanks to all the participants:

Nataliia and Nika
Oksana 
Alina
Sofiiya and her mother, Mila 
Tetiana and Yulia
Olga, Oleksander, Oleksandra and Zlata
Alla, Alina, and her young son, Max 

My sincere Apologies to Nataliia Berchun for us not managing to coincide our timetables in time for the exhibition.

Immense thanks to the Derby Branch of Association of Ukrainians, including Taz, Joe, Iryna.
In particular, many thanks to Roman and Natalia Surma for their immense help with translation and the preparation of the stories.

Thanks also to my colleagues and the University Executive for their continued support of the project.

 
