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Elena Kostyuchenko is slender and light, with blue eyes, 
a bright smile and a face out of a Botticelli painting. Her 
voice is measured but when she becomes agitated it takes 
on an air of ironic mischief. On first meeting her, you 
would never think she had been under artillery fire in east-
ern Ukraine or witnessed a violent crackdown on unrest in 
Kazakhstan. “I wanted to travel ever since I was a child but 
not like this,” she says, laughing. On the day that monocle 
meets her, she’s just got back from another reporting trip. 

Recognised with various journalistic awards both in 
Russia and abroad, Kostyuchenko modestly describes 
her beat as “social problems”. In the past year alone she 
has written about the plight of gay people (as a lesbian, 
she’s all too familiar with endemic Russian homophobia); 
an environmental disaster near the Arctic city of Norilsk; 
and the underside of Moscow’s fight against coronavirus. 
She is the author of two books of reportage and a play. 
Kostyuchenko’s subjects are often the wretched of the 
Earth, the rejects, the small people; all those at the mercy 
of big business or the government, which in Russia is usu-
ally the same thing. “Russian authorities are not ready to 
co-operate with people,” she says. “They only listen to sup-
plicants. This is dangerous. When a system stops listening 
to its citizens, sooner or later those citizens will destroy it.”

Kostyuchenko first dabbled in journalism as a teen-
ager, writing for a newspaper in Yaroslavl, a town 270km 
northeast of Moscow, where she lived with her mother and 
sister. But she only decided to make it her vocation after 
seeing a harrowing report from war-torn Chechnya in the 
independent broadsheet Novaya Gazeta. It was by Anna 
Politkovskaya, the acclaimed journalist who would become 
Kostyuchenko’s role model. In 2005, Kostyuchenko 
joined Novaya Gazeta and the two women briefly became 
co-workers. A year later, Politkovskaya was murdered in 

Irish photojournalist Ivor Prickett was in Baghdad, report-
ing for The New York Times on a di9erent story, when Isis 
conducted its first double suicide attack in years. “There’s 
always something going on in Iraq, so sadly you become 
accustomed to being able to judge a ‘big enough’ news 
story,” he says. “This was obviously a big deal, so you kick 
into action.” But that doesn’t mean simply rushing out 
there as quickly as possible. With more than 10 years of 
experience in the field, Prickett knows when the moment 
is right before wading in. “You need to figure out how to 
get there as safely as possible,” he says. “I am much less 
gung-ho than I used to be – and I arguably produce better 
work.” Still, the amount of risk that he is willing to take will 
seem extraordinary to those whose professional life doesn’t 
involve heading to conflict zones on a regular basis.

Over the years, Prickett has kept on returning to Iraq. 
He was there during the 2016 campaign to reclaim Mosul, 
where he took some of his most recognisable, high-impact 
shots that ended up in his book, End of the Caliphate. But 
he didn’t envisage becoming a front-line reporter when 
he was studying documentary photography in the UK. 
Prickett’s first projects dealt primarily with the displace-
ment and fallout that follows conflict, in countries such 
as Kosovo, Serbia and Georgia. It was during the Arab 
Spring of 2011 that he started taking up news assignments 
and in 2016 he began working regularly with The New York 
Times. Today, his photos maintain a sensitivity and human-
ity that feels indebted to his documentary-focused past. 
“My whole life revolves around my work,” he says.

One week on from the suicide blast, Prickett was 
posted to the north of the country but not before he man-
aged to head into Turkey, then to the town of Afrin in Syria 
and the Iraqi village of Kocho. It’s a tight schedule but 
one that’s not uncommon for him. “Working somewhere 

her block of flats. Three other Novaya Gazeta employees 
have been killed since. Kostyuchenko has received death 
threats and been accused of treason over her reporting but 
there’s an implacable quality to her, the same that drove 
Politkovskaya. “The mission of social journalism such as 
mine is to create invisible but strong connections between 
people, because Russian society is extremely fragmented.”

At Novaya Gazeta, Kostyuchenko writes op-eds and 
commentary but her specialities are long reads that often 
have her at the heart of the narrative – although she shuns 
speaking from the first person, preferring instead to be 
a silent chronicler. She was forced to put her principles 
on hold for the Norilsk story, called “Rust”. “I wanted to 
show how the realities on the ground opposed the pho-
tographer and me; that’s why I put myself in it,” she says. 
The story took up an entire issue of the newspaper and 
followed Kostyuchenko as she helped a group of activists 
expose a huge diesel-oil spill originating from Nornickel, 
the world’s leading nickel and palladium producer. The 
company, owned by oligarchs close to Vladimir Putin, 
hindered Kostyuchenko’s investigation, bullying those 
she contacted and downplaying the scale of the incident. 
“Rust”, also available in English, is a must-read. “It’s an 
important story about what Russia is really like,” she says.

The latter is something that Kostyuchenko is unsen-
timental about. “The reality in Russia is gruesome,” she 
says. “You can have a perfectly normal life but then one 
day your son might be beaten up by police to the point 
of coma and you have to live with that.” Despite seeing 
so much injustice and violence, Kostyuchenko retains her 
faith in the essential goodness of human nature. “I have 
met very bad people but I have also experienced a lot of 
beauty and kindness,” she says. “I have spoken to people 
willing to stand up for each other and for the truth.” — ako

like Iraq takes organisation. And with coronavirus on top, 
things get really complicated,” he says. For much of last 
year he was grounded at home (in his case, Istanbul) until 
he was sent to Nagorno-Karabakh in October. Covering 
the conflict from the Azeri side of the front line, he realised 
that no other large US print media was present, as the 
government had been very selective about picking which 
outlets to allow on the ground. “We almost had the story 
to ourselves, which is very rare these days,” he says.

That’s despite the fact that media budgets have gener-
ally shrunk, meaning that fewer print titles will place pho-
tographers on the ground. “I work with one of the few 
that actively still does that,” says Prickett. “Syria changed 
things a lot because of the kidnappings. There has been a 
huge drop in the number of people covering conflict.” He 
has learned how to deal with the threat of any eventuality. 
“You can’t mitigate all of the risk but there is so much 
planning and thought involved in going to a war zone,” he 
says. But as the nature of warfare keeps changing, so does 
front-line reporting. In Armenia, combat carried out by 
sophisticated drone technology and heavy artillery meant 
that a lot of reporters found themselves spending most of 
their time in a bunker, under cluster-bomb attacks, left to 
piece together the story through testimony. 

Prickett has also learned that it’s vital to know your 
limits. “I know the tell-tale signs of when it’s getting too 
much. I’m aware of the triggers, how long to expose myself 
to those situations for and when to take a step back. You 
have photographers who end up with ptsd by the age of 25 
– and I was probably nearly there at certain times,” he says.

“I have accepted that this is what I do and I don’t see 
myself wanting to change. One of the things I love the most 
is the connection you have with people you photograph; 
the feeling that you’re needed and accepted.” — chr
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In Russia
Putin’s Russia is brutal in its treatment of critical voices but that hasn’t deterred the ‘Novaya Gazeta’  

reporter from exposing the harsh realities of her country while maintaining faith in its people.
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In Iraq
Years of experience in war zones has led the Irish photographer to know when  
the moment is right to move in and capture the story – and also when to stop.


