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“Motherland is a beautifully resolved body of work and the pervading air of melancholy, so suited the 
subject. The editing together of landscapes and figure studies work powerfully together – and 
Simon’s eye for the special detail that lifts a picture above a record to become a kind of poetry is 
evident in every image.” 
Martin Barnes, Curator of Photographs, V&A 
 
Simon Roberts travelled throughout Russia between July 2004 and August 2005, making pictures in 
over 200 locations and creating one of the most extensive, comprehensive photographic accounts of 
this vast country by a Westerner. His images are not clichéd representations of a Russia ground 
down by poverty and despair; rather, he presents a beautiful and awe-inspiring land, with a dignified 
people empowered by a growing optimism and a deep rooted sense of national esteem. Intimate 
and revealing portraits of contemporary Russians show us a diverse people, united by a sense of 
common identity and connected by a shared love of 'the Motherland', while breathtaking landscapes 
reveal the complexity and uniqueness of the country.   
 
The book follows Roberts’ journey chronologically (using a map of his journey as its contents page). 
The photographs are accompanied by key quotes by literary and political figures that have shaped 
Russia's modern identity, illuminating the historical ideals of Holy Rus and the concept of 'the 
Motherland', as well as Roberts’ own extended informative captions. The book’s fascinating 
introduction by Russian literature expert Rosamund Bartlett provides a context for the photographs, 
by presenting and discussing the concept of ‘the Motherland’ within Russian history.  
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Simon Roberts was born in London in 1974 and studied human geography at the University of 
Sheffield. His photography has been widely published throughout the world, including by the Sunday 
Times Magazine, Guardian Weekend, Details, Time, Der Spiegel and Le Monde 2. His many awards 
include the Sunday Times Magazine Ian Parry Scholarship (1998), the NUJ / Anne Bolt Award for 
Young Photojournalist (1998), a ‘Bright Spark’ Award given by the Magenta Foundation, Toronto 
(2006) and a Getty Images Photojournalism Award (2006). In 2004 he was identified by Photo 
District News magazine in New York as one of their 'Emerging Artists' to watch and was recently 
featured in the Independent Magazine as one of the ‘rising stars of 2007’. His work has been 
exhibited worldwide including in recent shows at Paris Photo, Photo London and the Lianzhou Photo 
Festival in China. His photographs are held in a number of important public and private collections 
including the Deutsche Borse Art Collection. He lives in Brighton, UK, with his wife and daughter.  

For more information, visit www.simoncroberts.com or call for further details.  
 
Rosamund Bartlett is a writer, translator and lecturer, and a leading expert in Russian cultural 
history, literature and music. She has taught at universities in the US and Great Britain, and 
regularly accompanies tours to Russia as lecturer, invited by companies such as Martin Randall 
Travel, and Travel for the Arts. This year she will be leading tours to the Russian Arctic and Siberia, 
as well to Moscow for Russian Easter. Her books include Wagner and Russia (Cambridge UP, 
1995) and Chekhov: Scenes from a Life (Simon & Schuster, 2004), which was chosen as the 
Moscow Times Biography of the Year.  A new edition of her co-authored book Literary Russia is 
forthcoming with Duckworth.  She has written contributed to publications such as the New Grove 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians and The Cambridge History of Russia, and is currently writing 
Opera in Russia: A Cultural History for Yale UP.   Current projects include a new translation of Anna 
Karenina for Oxford World’s Classics.  She was born in London and lives in Oxford.  

For more information, visit www.rosamundbartlett.com or call for further details.  
 
 
SELECTED REVIEWS 
 
 “Motherland is a remarkably sensitive, optimistic and empathic comment on Russian identity during 
a time of enormous change. Roberts’ work is significant because it returns to traditional 
documentary values, eschewing representations of Russia as a decaying country defined by 
alcoholism, drug abuse and violence. It is his connection with and understanding of his subjects that 
distinguish Roberts as a documentary photographer. His work reminds us of the importance of 
documentary in leaving a legacy of a particular time and place, and does so through eloquent and 
arresting photographs. It is rare to see work today that engages us so absolutely, and without 
judgement, without resorting to sentimentality.” 

Greg Hobson, Curator of Photographs, National Media Museum 
 
“Motherland exemplifies the magnificence of the traditional photo-essay, coupled with images made 
by a talented photographer who demonstrates a contemporary and original eye for detail…. The 
images are uplifting despite the bleakness, which also pervades. Part of the reason for this might be 
the perceptive editing and pacing of the book. Arranged chronologically to mirror Roberts’ journey, 
there is a well-conceived balance between landscape and portrait.…This is an exemplary photobook 
that melds together objectivity, wonder and desire.” 

Debra Klomp Ching, Photo-eye Booklist 
 
 “Roberts’ large format photographs capture the vastness, simplicity and complexity, hope, struggle 
and heart of the Russian territories, peoples and cultures.” 
Editor, Nova Clutch 
 
 



January 2008 

“Because the photographs in Motherland depict a nation that is alien to most of us, you could almost 
begin to convince yourself that the scenes are, in fact, elaborately constructed film sets. The 
landscapes have an air of suspension about them, rather like the split second before a film director 
calls ‘Action’, while the portraits – as formal and static in nature as they are – have a connection 
between both photographer and subject seen all too rarely these days. There are echoes of August 
Sander about these.” 

Ailsa McWhinnie, Photography Critic 
 
“Roberts’ portraits are reminiscent of August Sander’s quest to document his fellow Germans in 
‘Man of the Twentieth Century’, and provide a visual catalyst to the debate about contemporary 
Russian identity at a time of rapid change. His photographs present a wealth of humanity in the most 
dire of circumstances – a delightful book.” 
Laura Nobel, London Independent Photography 
 

“They demand to be seen blown-up large and 
hung in a gallery.” 
Lydia Bigley, Foto8 
 

“A remarkable photo-essay” 

Robert McCrum, The Observer 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Alexander Zhukov and Pavel Lipatov, Esso, Kamchatka, October 2004 
 
 “In his ground-breaking photographic collection, Roberts took in over 60 destinations on a 12-month 
trip. There is a universal quality to these images: they end up more a portrait of humanity than of 
Russia. In fact, seen through Roberts’ eyes Russia is a place suffused with a peculiar, bright-eyed 
happiness – a sort of enthusiastic defiance….and unexpectedly beautiful.” 

Viv Groskop, The Saturday Telegraph 
 
“Roberts’ pictures are intimate, they are technically accomplished, and they carry an extraordinary 
narrative charge….How he has managed to make every last photo memorable is debatable, but he 
has, and if there has been a better photographic exploration of Russia in recent years, I haven’t 
seen it.” 

Jonathan Wright, Geographical Magazine 
 
 “The work makes a refreshing change from much of the pessimistic documentary we have seen 
from the former Soviet Union. Roberts’ images record the diversity of the country and its people, 
who through their shared national pride, attachment to place and modest self-esteem make clear 
that, although for many life remains hard, the Motherland is not the miserable place some would 
have us believe.” 

AG Magazine, The International Journal of Photographic Art Practice 
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Q&A WITH SIMON ROBERTS ABOUT MOTHERLAND 
Interview by Jörg Colberg/ www.jmcolberg.com/weblog, July 2007 
 
Q: I understand you set out to travel across Russia for quite an extended period of time. Did 
you have an idea about the photo project in your mind when you started the trip? 
 
A: There were two reasons for choosing Russia. Firstly it was somewhere that had always 
fascinated me. I studied Human Geography at the University of Sheffield and a number of the 
courses I took looked at social, cultural and economic issues surrounding Russia and the former 
Soviet Union. Secondly, while there had been a number of important photo documentaries on 
Russia in the last decade, many were produced around the time of the fall of Communism, and 
tended to concentrate on themes surrounding disintegration and decay. I felt that the dialogue was 
very one sided and that the debate had moved on in recent years but photographic representations 
hadn’t. I was interested in exploring a different side to Russia and regions that had often been 
overlooked.  
 
I’d only been to Russia once before, passing through in 1994 to visit my wife, Sarah, who was 
studying there. We decided that now would be a fascinating time to return, fifteen years after the fall 
of Communism. After researching the project for 18 months, we left London in July 2004 and spent 
the next 12 months travelling over 75,000km from the federation’s Far East, through Siberia to the 
Northern Caucasus, the Altai Mountains and along the Volga River. We finished in Moscow in July 
2005. 
 
The idea of using the concept of Rodina (Russian for motherland) for the framework of the book 
came about as I was traveling. The national pride among the Russians I met was much more 
powerful than I’d ever experienced before, especially when compared to Rule Britannia or patriotism 
in America. It was somehow less arrogant, slightly sorrowful and much more spiritual, almost a 
painful yearning of the heart. The majority of Russians we met were intensely proud of their 
homeland’s beauty and its achievements and I wanted the tone of the work to explore these themes. 
 
Q: Did your formal training in Human Geography inform the work at all? 
 
A: Yes. My major thesis at university was undertaken while travelling on an overland truck from 
Kenya to Zimbabwe with a group of Western tourists. Using Edward Said’s concepts of ‘othering’ 
and ‘imagined landscapes’ my paper looked at Western representations of Africa, in particular those 
associated with the tourist literature advertising overland expeditions.  The premise was that as 
Western tourists our imagery of Africa is one grounded in a colonial history; the 19th century 
European tradition of the expedition with adventurers such as Livingstone, Park and Thompson 
going out to explore and encounter distant and exotic lands. These images have been nurtured and 
re-enforced by the media and tap into a reservoir of ideas we have regarding colonialism, 
imperialism and representations of far away, exotic places and peoples. These ideas have also been 
appropriated by modern tourist companies in advertising ‘real’ African experiences; we, the tourist, 
are branded as adventurous travellers going out to experience the dark heart of Africa. My research 
concluded that even once East Africa had been encountered, it was very difficult to overcome the 
representations of place, engrained stereotypes if you like, that the individuals had brought with 
them. 
 
In terms of Russia, there had been several important photo documentaries produced in previous 
years, however, while all conveyed their own truths about Russia I felt that many insisted on 
collapse and deterioration and on the consequences of the past, as opposed to the possibilities of 
the future. I wanted to move on from conventional interpretations and produce a more contemporary 
vision of modern Russia.  
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In representing Russia, I made every effort possible to move beyond my own preconceptions. For 
instance, spending a year there allowed for a greater depth of engagement with the landscapes and 
people that I came across. It also enabled a spontaneity – I could respond to diverse events and 
situations, and was neither constrained nor driven by the specific news agenda, timeframe or editing 
process of a photojournalism assignment or commission. The sheer magnitude of the country and 
the unusually large distances covered, in turn allowed for a greater sense of conceptual and 
aesthetic comparison. I was constantly conscious about shedding my preconceptions and instead to 
be led by what I saw and experienced. If I had gone to Russia with the intention of documenting 
poverty, I would have looked for it – and found it. Instead I wanted to be as open as possible to new 
ideas and be surprised by what I found. 
 
Q: how did your idea change as time went by and as you went to experience more and more 
of that huge country? 
 
A: It goes without saying that my own preconceptions were continually challenged. For instance, I 
was surprised by how well things were developing outside of the major conurbations, in small towns 
in Siberia and Far East Russia. In these places there was access to many international brands, 
sushi restaurants, the internet, and so on.  The internet is really driving a lot of these small places, 
especially for young people. The youth are now getting access to everything that youth in the UK, 
America or Japan have access to. I suppose I knew I would find that, but I didn’t expect it to be so 
widespread.  
 
Similarly, I was challenged by what constituted beauty. Russians, in the past at least, have been 
prepared to admit that their landscapes have lacked the picturesque detail of European vistas.  This 
could equally be applied to rural or city space.  Yet they see in these things the tokens of an 
extraordinary spiritual wealth and are the well-spring of the resilience, energy and spirituality of the 
Russian people.  Where I might look upon an old Soviet apartment block in Okha (see picture of 
apartment reflected in water) as something drab, the residences may see it as their birthplace or a 
place where they belong. In this landscape, they see beauty. My challenge was to convey this 
message. 
 
My overwhelming feeling in the end is one of optimism about where Russia is heading. That’s not to 
say that there aren’t significant areas for concern, none the least, politically. However, this project 
was never intended to make a political statement.  
 
 
Q: How did you decide what to take photos of? How does one go about trying to create a 
portrait of a country? 
 
A: My choice of subject was determined by several factors, one of which was the desire to illuminate 
the unknown parts of Russia, for example, the remote northerly province of Chukotka, or the 
indigenous people of the east. Also, situations and places that presented themselves in a surreal or 
surprising manner: a huge deflated crocodile ignored by a crowd of people in Yekaterinburg, or the 
peculiar beauty of three taxis trying to cross the Lena River in winter. 
 
It was also very important that some of the trip was unplanned. While I had a framework for the 
journey, I deliberately left at least half of the itinerary to spontaneity, thereby increasing the chance 
for my own stereotypes to be challenged and opening up new avenues of exploration that I could 
otherwise have overlooked. By staying in peoples’ houses, rather than just hotels, I was able to find 
people and places that I would never have otherwise come across. In some ways enabling me to 
become an insider rather than just a tourist.  
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One of the greatest challenges was being able to submerge yourself in some of the larger cities, 
notably in Siberia, when you often only had a few days. How do you really get a sense of a particular 
place in a short period of time? You turn up, you book into a hotel, and then how do you integrate 
yourself into the local society? It’s very difficult. One way I overcame this was by using homestays 
(sourced on www.hospitalityclub.org) where I sourced local families to stay with. Instead of just 
being overwhelmed by a place on arrival, I was immediately experiencing it from a local viewpoint. 
People introduced me to their friends and took me to places that I would never have found from a 
guidebook, or from our own research. In Omsk we stayed with a University professor who gave me a 
tour of his University and took me to the All Russia Ballroom Dance Contest, which his daughter was 
competing in (which led to the portrait of Nikita and Rufina); in Rostov-on-Don I stayed with a local 
journalist who gave me a tour of the Cossack military base (which led to the portrait of a Cossack 
soldier on the horse); in Yekaterinburg I stayed with Sergei who took me for a banya with his son 
Kostya (which led to the image of them in the lake); while in Kamchatka I spent five days trekking 
through the wilderness on horseback with Paval and Sasha (see the portrait of them by the 
campfire). Finally, in the small town of Port Baikal on the shores of Lake Baikal I was entertained by 
Luba (seen in her kitchen). 
 
Q: Portraiture is part of your book, and I'd be curious about how you went about picking 
subjects. How did you decide about whose portrait to take? 
 
A: It was always my intention to combine both landscapes and portraits in the book. I used 
landscape photographs to provide panoramic overviews of the country, images that help to provide a 
sense of context, evoking peoples in their diverse habitats and surroundings. I was interested in 
making detailed pictures that the viewer could read, like a map, and find different cultural and social 
references in. Where possible, I tried not to crop out any significant details from the landscape I 
photographed. 
 
These landscapes I countered with portraits that are fixed in a narrow moment of time and space 
and which take you in to the landscapes and provide a much more intimate experience. Most of my 
subjects were stopped and photographed in the environments where I came across them. I 
attempted to select as large a cross-section of people as possible, from all walks of life. The portraits 
were taken before engaging in conversation with the individual so I could remain as detached as 
possible and their expression appear deadpan. What becomes of greater importance are the details 
in the image; the clothes they are wearing and the landscapes they inhabit. The portraits are almost 
an anthropological study. As formal and static in nature as they are – I still think there is often an 
intimate connection between myself and the subject. 
 
Q: Did you decide about including places like Grozny or locations of nuclear disasters 
beforehand? And were you worried about giving these places too much or too little 
emphasis? How did you go about what balance to find? 
 
A: In producing a balanced portrayal it was important not to gloss over the cracks of modern day 
Russia. Chechnya is still a profoundly emotive issue in Russian society and it would have been 
wrong to ignore or ‘sensor’ pictures from this region. The same was true of the portrait of the women 
from Karabalka where a nuclear disaster had happened a few decades earlier or the picture from the 
school in Beslan where over 300 people, mostly children, were killed. At the same time, you will 
notice that there are two very differing images in the book from Chechnya. While one shows the 
main outdoor market in Grozny in front of heavily shelled apartment blocks (in some ways a very 
typical image we’re used to seeing), the second shows a group of well-dressed Chechen women 
and their children in a part of Grozny that has been reconstructed. The latter is a surprising image in 
terms of our visual references, which have been dominated by the negative portrayal of Grozny. It 
was important that I showed both sides of the story.  
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Essentially the balance came in the editing process. I took about 5000 photographs, which have 
been edited down to 150 for the book. To help my documentation of Russia, most of the 
photographs are accompanied with measured and informative captions that deepen our 
understanding and help to contextualise the photographs. I also wanted to have the text on the 
same page as the photographs and the physical size of the book to be quite small, thereby enabling 
the viewer to ‘read’ the book rather than just look. 
 
Q: When you show(ed) your photos/your book to people living in or from Russia what 
reactions did you encounter? 
 
A: I’ve showed the work to a number of Russian friends and also at various presentations to 
audiences around the UK and in Moscow. In most cases the reaction has been very positive, 
especially among the younger generation. Interestingly, however, when I showed the work to a 
gallery owner in Moscow she didn’t think a Russian audience would be ready to see the work yet, 
rather it would take at least another five years before Russians would be ready to “look inwards”. I’m 
not so sure. Having created a website for the book where people can post their comments 
(www.motherlandbook.com), I’ve been pleasantly surprised by the reactions – “I’m happy that one 
can show the beautiful land that Russia is and tell about it with such great love as you do” (Natalja),  
“Thank you, I have never seen my motherland from this side” (Roman) and finally from Ida “I almost 
cried….yes, that's where I came from.” 
 

 
“In the new documentary mode objectivity is 
almost invariably melded with desire. The 
photographs of Britain's Simon Roberts from his 
series Motherland are, paradoxically, both bleak 
and raw and yet almost distressingly pleasing to 
the eye.” 

Gary Michael Dault, Art Critic, Toronto 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Airport departure Lounge, Magadan, August 2004 
 
 
All photographs © Simon Roberts  
www.motherlandbook.com 
tel: 011 44 7801 233243 
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