
French researcher Pierre Nora called our epoch the ‘Era of Commemoration’, since it’s through 
the comprehension of the past events we re-establish our contact with Present and Future. 
“Tranist” exhibition is the reflection on the current rapid social and political changes in Ukraine and 
their connection with the processes of the previous years. Most of the works from the collection of 
the Museum of Kharkiv School of Photography that are featured at the show were taken in the 
eastern regions of Ukraine - Kharkiv, Donetsk and Luhansk in the 1980s-1990s. Such 
geographical focus is partly defined by biographies of the artists’ (Kochetovs are from Kharkiv, 
while Chekmenev is from Luhansk), and partly refers to the fact that these are the regions 
(together with Crimea), where the tension, which led to the outburst of the ongoing crisis, had 
accumulated.

All three authors work or worked as photojournalists; however, they apply that experience in totally 
different ways. Kochetovs’ work is mainly eventless, concentrated on ordinary and ‘accidental’ 
things. Their urban scenes, episodes from the everyday lives, landscapes are somewhat 
ephemeral and seemingly distanced from the reality. Yet, they are noticeable for a powerful 
dynamic (both compositional and conceptual) that fully resonates with the atmosphere of chaos 
and uncertainty during the transition from the soviet to the post-soviet period of the mid 1980s-
1990s. The kitsch manner of overpainting in some of the images addresses our mass 
consciousness that still contains quite a few relicts of the soviet mentality. Along with that such 
artistic ‘tool’ as hand-colouring hints at the desire to overcome the fusion with that ‘mass’, a silent 
protest against the situation, which Boris Mikhailov (one of the founders of Kharkiv school of 
photography) has eloquently characterized in the frase “Everything went grey” from his Unfinished 
Dissertation project. 

The motif of the transitional historical periods is being regularly addressed in the recent art projects 
all over the world. For instance, the topic of this year Venice Biennale is the well-known ‘Chinese 
curse’ - May You Live In Interesting Times. There’s an explicit feeling of the upcoming global 
transformations on the international level. And it becomes even more dramatic because of the 
unclear directions of those shifts. However, similar anxiety and existence “in-between times” have 
been a part of the Ukrainian reality almost since the beginning of the country’s history. And we are 
approaching another crossroad at the moment.

Unlike Kochetovs, Alexander Chekmenev prefers ‘pure’ black and white photography, primly 
seeking to capture the moment of the highest emotionality, when a model fully opens to him. His 
shots are more narratively tense, marked by painful and disarming documentality that merges 
together tragical and comical aspects of life. Taking the thematic range to its extremes shapes up a 
shocking panorama of the ‘wild’ 1990s in Dontesk and Luhansk regions. Despite their brutality, 
Chekmenev’s photographs are profoundly humanistic, striving to reveal a personal story of each 
of his personages; they are aimed not to judge but to preserve what otherwise would disappear 
when a person is gone. At the same time, his works demonstrate no sentimentality towards the 
models, showing them in all their unsightliness and self-unawareness. The photographer 
overcomes the illusions viewers usually use to distance from uncomfortable topics, when they 
repeat to themselves “I’m not like them”. By crossing the ethical borders, Chekmenev forces us to 
admit our involvement with that unpleasant reality.

A certain parallelism between the unstable nature of those decades and the present situation 
leads to the analysis of the former. It is created with the help of the completely opposite 
photographic approaches - lyricism and attention towards the insignificant details in Kochetovs’ 
work and merciless factuality of Chekmenev. Their combination gives birth to the unique 
perspective, which unites both the authors’ personal attitude towards the events and the historical 
context – the past, which still affects directly our Present and Future.
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