
Borderland:  
Stories from Donbas

 

 
Exhibition guide   

and captions

Please replace after use



“Everybody had a story to tell, from the tragic to 
hilarious. The Donbas is, to me, beautiful and brutal; 

a place of comedy and pain. The conflict existed and 
the people I photographed existed too. “

Christopher Nunn 
 
 

This guide contains insights from Christopher Nunn about the people he met 
and the locations he visited, telling personal stories that are part of a bigger 
picture. The back page features maps of the conflict area.

Made over a period of six years, Borderland: Stories from Donbas presents a 
rare glimpse of everyday life in this region. Situated at the far eastern edge of 
Ukraine, close to the border of Russia, Donbas is an important mining region 
and a source of coal for power stations across the country. The area is now 
the self-proclaimed Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics, and the site of 
the only active war zone in Europe. 

Terminology 

As with all active conflict zones, borders are constantly shifting, new facts 
emerging, and language used to describe different groups and locations is 
changing. 

Aiming to be impartial, throughout this guide we refer to the self-proclaimed 
independent regions of Donetsk and Luhansk as the Donetsk People’s 
Republic (DPR) and Luhansk People’s Republic (LPR) respectively. 

‘Separatists’ refers to the pro-Russian groups striving to become independent 
of Ukraine. ‘Frontlines’ refers to the border territory between Ukraine 
controlled territory and the DPR and LPR. 
 
Background 

In February 2020, it will be six years since Russia’s president, Vladimir Putin, 
annexed Crimea sparking conflict in Ukraine’s industrial east. Since then about 
10,000 people have died, including 3,000 civilians, and more than 1.7 million 
have been displaced. Aid agencies say that 4.4 million people have been 
directly affected by the continuing hostilities, while 3.8 million need urgent 
assistance.1 
 

1 Julian Coman, On the frontline of 
Europe’s forgotten war in Ukraine, 
The Guardian, November 2017.



Miners, Toretsk, 2016-2017 
 
“When soldiers first came here from different 
parts of Ukraine they thought we were all wearing 
makeup. They had never met miners before, 
they didn’t understand that we work hundreds of 
kilometres underground digging coal.”   

Danylevskoho Street, Donetsk,  
May 2014 
 
A group of young friends have a picnic by the 
roadside. This photograph was taken around the 
time conflict began in Ukraine.

Druzhkivka, May 2015 
 
Ukrainian soldiers from the 81st Airmobile Brigade 
relax by the Kazennyi Torets River. The brigade 
fought in the Battle of Donetsk Airport and was 
stationed in a former children’s summer camp in 
Druzhkivka.

Fishing for crayfish, Druzhkivka  
September 2015 
 
For many people who live in apartment blocks, local 
rivers are a place of recreation and relaxation.  



Elena and Ala in Elena’s kitchen, Avdiivka, February 
2017

Later that day Elena was killed by shelling in this 
kitchen.

Irina and friend, mine workers, Toshkivka,  
October 2016

Sasha, art student, and Vova, tattoo artist, 
Sieverodonetsk, Luhansk region, January 2018 
 
Sasha studied at Luhansk university, and left due 
to war. Now he studies in Kyiv. Luhansk is the 
capital of the Luhansk People’s Republic (LPR), an 
unrecognised state that was established in 2014.

Eki, Hirske, August 2018 
 
Eki fled his home town of Pervomaisk with his 
grandmother and mother in 2014. They relocated 
to the small mining village of Hirske, just across the 
frontline, in Ukraine controlled territory. With few 
prospects, Eki and his grandmother returned to 
Pervomaisk in 2019.

Bilyts’ke, January 2015 
 
Simple wooden graves mark the burial sites of the 
elderly and poor, who have no remaining family, 
from a nearby care home. 



Near Bilyts’ke, Donetsk region  
January 2015 
 
During the religious holiday of Epiphany, a hole in 
the shape of a cross is cut into the ice at rivers and 
lakes. Participants submerge themselves in the 
water at part of the ritual. 

Dima with his sons, Bilyts’ke,  
January 2015

Bilyts’ke is a small mining town.

Slag heaps on the fringes of Toretsk 
March 2016

Soviet era romanticism of the mining industry still 
exists, and mine workers are proud of the size and 
form of their ‘terrikoni’ (slag heaps).

Donbas Battalion soldiers at their position near 
Travneve, January 2017 

Donbas Battalion was formed in 2014 and is 
comprised mainly of volunteers with little military 
training. Travnene was under the control of 
separatist forces until Ukraine re-captured it in 2017.

Sergey’s apartment, Druzhkivka, Donetsk region 
September 2015



Dasha and Alexandra, students, Druzhkivka, 
October 2014

Slag heap on the fringes of Toretsk  
January 2016

Living quarters, Sich Battalion base, Kramatorsk 
March 2016

Sich Battalion initially fought on the frontlines before 
being reformed in 2015 to become a special police 
unit. 

Ihor Humeniuk, Sich Battalion fighter, Pisky, 
May 2015

Pisky, a former wealthy suburb located close to 
Donetsk airport, has been heavily damaged in 
fighting. After this photo was taken, Ihor was 
arrested for throwing a grenade at police officers, 
killing one, while on leave during protests in Kyiv.

Vuhlehirsk, Luhansk region, March 2016 
 
Vuhlehirsk is a small town that was under Ukrainian 
control until a Russian-backed offensive, in January 
2015, forced Ukraine’s military to withdraw. 



Lenin, Lysychansk, January 2015 
 
The statue was decorated with blue and yellow, 
the colours of the Ukrainian flag, after Ukraine’s 
military recaptured the town from separatist forces 
in 2014. Shortly after this photograph was taken, the 
monument was removed completely under Ukraine’s 
decommunisation laws, along with all other Lenin 
statues on Ukraine controlled territory.

Petrol Station, Toretsk 
March 2016

Destroyed bridge, Artemivsk highway, Horlivka, 
March 2016 

Bridges on major highways have been destroyed 
to stop the advance of opposing forces. Horlivka is 
under separatist control. To travel between Ukraine 
and rebel-controlled territory, you have to pass 
through official border crossing points, as if entering 
a different country. Here you are crossing the 
frontline. The process is long and treacherous.

Druzhkivka 
May 2015

Last day of School, Druzhkivka  
May 2017

During end of school celebrations, students perform 
song and dance routines, and often bring flowers for 
their teachers.



Pumpkin fields near Dobropillya, 
September 2014

Sisters Sasha and Zhenya, Military Academy 
students, Donetsk, March 2016 
 
Donetsk is the the capital of the self-proclaimed and 
unrecognised ‘Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR)’.

Aleksey Alekseevich and granddaughter Amilie, 
Shchastya, March 2016  
 
Aleksey lost his hand when he was a child after 
finding an undetonated Second World War mine. 
The town of Shchastya (‘Happiness’) was heavily 
damaged in fighting in 2014 and has been shelled 
periodically since.

Sasha at family picnic, Lidyne 
June 2014

Bogdan, former miner, Bilyts’ke   
July 2018 
 
Originally born in Kalush, Western Ukraine, Bogdan 
moved to Donbas and worked in the mines for 40 
years. 



Siverskyi Donets River, Svyatohirsk, October 2014

The Siverskyi Donets river runs through Svyatohirsk, 
a town in Donetsk region where many IDPs 
(Internally Displaced People) took refuge. The river 
is one of the main sources of water for the Donbas 
region. 

Nikolai with his son Ivan, Kurakhove, August 2015 

Kurakhovo is a town 10 miles west of the frontlines 
around Donetsk. Nikolai works as a fireman. From 
the firetower, he has seen nearby villages burning 
during battles.

Vodyans’ke 
June 2015

Irina, Cafe Eden, Toshkivka 
October 2016

Twins Irina and Marina with friends, Toretsk, 
August 2016 
 
The twins live close to the frontline and have often 
had to hide in the family basement during shelling.



A family relaxing on the banks of the Vuhlehirsk 
resevoir, Svitlodarsk, August 2016 
 
Svitlodarsk is on the frontline and has seen sporadic 
fighting throughout the war. The town on the 
opposite site of the resevoir was controlled by 
separatist forces until it was re-taken by Ukraine in 
January 2017.

Sergey, former miner, Nove Shahove  (formally 
Rosa Luxemburg), August 2017 
 
In 2015 Ukraine introduced decommunisation laws 
which led to the renaming of places across the 
country.

Druzhkivka, Donetsk region 
January 2018

Residential district, Dobropillya, mining town, 
Donetsk region, February 2015

Valeria, Druzhkivka 
October 2014



Sophia on her 8th birthday, Svitlodars’k, August 
2016 

Svitlodars’k is near the frontline and its population 
has shrunk to just a few thousand. 

Mikhail, a young soldier with a reconnaissance 
battalion, Luhans’ke, near Svitlodars’k, January 
2017

Ukrainian conscript, near Komysh-Zorya, May 2014

Close to the border of the conflict zone in the 
Donetsk region.

Oleg, veteran coal miner, Miners’ Day, Pokrovsk 
(formally Krasnoarmiysk), August 2015 
 
On the last Sunday in August, Ukraine celebrates 
Miner’s Day, a celebration rooted in the Soviet era to 
honour workers of the mining industry. 

Ivan Ivanovych, Nikishyne, March 2016 
 
Nikishyne, a small town within the self-proclaimed 
Donetsk People’s Republic, was heavily damaged in 
fighting in 2015.  Ivan’s house was destroyed, so he 
lives temporarily with his neighbour.



Miner, Toretsk  
January 2017

International Women’s Day, Donetsk, March 2016

In Ukraine, it is traditional to give flowers, such 
as tulips and roses, to women on International 
Women’s Day. It was a state holiday of the former 
Soviet Union, focusing on protecting, promoting and 
celebrating women’s rights. After the breakup of the 
Soviet Union, Ukraine kept the holiday. 

Near Bilyts’ke,  Donetsk region, January 2015

Participants in Epiphany rituals submerge 
themselves three times in the freezing water to 
honour the Holy Trinity, symbolically washing away 
their sins from the past year, and to experience a 
sense of spiritual rebirth.

Sieverodonetsk, Luhansk Region  
January 2017 

Lena, nurse, Vodyans’ke 
October 2014



End of school ceremony, Druzhkivka 
May 2016

An accompanying newspaper, Borderland: Stories 
from Donbas, features images from the exhibition 
and texts in English, French and Russian.  

Co-published with Essarter Editions, available in our 
shop for £3.

An Impressions Gallery touring exhibition, curated by Anne McNeill

Images © Christopher Nunn
Exhibition guide text © Christopher Nunn and Impressions Gallery 2019





Print and mount sponsor: 


