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Maria Alyokhina’s well-documented refusal to give up, 
give in, to concede even an inch to make life more 
bearable during two years spent in abysmal penal 
conditions makes her appear superhuman. But while 
her strength is formidable, on reading Riot Days, her 
honest, wry and inspiring account of the Punk Prayer 
action and its grim repercussions, it’s clear that hero-
worship does her and her cause a grave disservice. 
Still, it’s an honour to meet Alyokhina, a notion only 
fortified by our coffee and cigarette-fuelled conversa-
tion. Laughter comes frequently between her consid-
ered responses, despite the sombre nature of every 
discussed topic. Riot Days is laced with funny asides 
too—a sense of humour and the ability to poke fun at 

herself were seemingly essential to surviving the dark-
est hours in a Siberian prison.

Within a few sentences it’s apparent Alyokhina’s 
never let a ‘system’ pollute her thinking, even as a child 
growing up in post-Soviet Moscow. “I changed schools 
five times. The Russian system wants you to follow the 
rules, but when you ask questions, they cannot explain 
them,” she says. “Because of the tragedy of the Soviet 
Union—when all the intellectuals were shot, or forced 
to leave—there is a lack of humanities classes so they 
don’t teach you to analyse, to think, to discover things; 
they just want you to repeat the words in the history 
book. So when you consider who wrote these books, 
you become really surprised.” A
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Words by Suze Olbrich, Photography by Francesca Allen
Styled by Charlotte Roberts

In 2012 Maria Alyokhina, Yekaterina Samutsevich 
and Nadya Tolokonnikova of Pussy Riot first 
drew global attention with their now notorious 
Punk Prayer performance in the Moscow’s 
main cathedral; their ensuing incarceration 
and relentless battle for truth has assured their 
place in public consciousness. Prison, enforced 
separation from her child and violent censorship 
hasn’t quashed Maria’s anarchist spirit, it’s just 
made her more determined and given her an 
appreciation of more creative forms of protest.
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“People who believe in freedom and democracy think it will  
exist forever. That is a mistake. What happened in Russia— 

what happened to me—could happen anywhere.” E
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Alyokhina initially dreamt of being a graffiti artist, 
filling her school books up with sketches so that eventu-
ally: “Next to your history notes, graffiti appears. Which 
turns history into a different story.” While she jokes 
that her sole artistic talent is problem-causing, she 
was captivated by music and film, working part-time 
in a video rental store. The pay was paltry but she was 
able to watch anything she wanted, from beloved early 
Russian classics to Western auteurs such as Lars von 
Trier, whom she adores, with “the old” Bonnie and Clyde 
also a firm favourite. 

Having graduated, Alyokhina hitchhiked south with 
her boyfriend, Nikita, to spend a carefree summer camp-
ing, swimming and reading in the ancient pine forests 
of the Western Caucasus, “an amazing place, like from 
a fairytale,” she says, still palpably enchanted by its 
beauty. On returning to Moscow, she found she was six 
months pregnant. “I was 18 fucking years old, but 
assumed that I didn’t need an abortion. I mean, I found 
a clinic, but halfway there I realised I didn’t want to 
go.” Was she concerned about how to raise a child, or 
how motherhood would affect her life? “As usual for me, 
I thought, ‘When it comes out, I will think about it.’” 

Yet she swiftly realised how dire state provisions 
were for mothers in a society that valorises child-rearing. 

“That’s how I started to read feminist literature. Russia 
has a huge lobby fighting for population growth, and 
the prevention of abortions. They make statements like, 
‘Abortion is child-murder.’ But no one talks about how 
much money women receive: 30 fucking dollars per 
month! It’s so hypocritical! I’m lucky. I had a boyfriend, 
a place to live, and parents who didn’t call me a whore, 
which is typical at any age if you’re not married. It’s this 
Soviet Union stereotype. It’s very upsetting that one of 
the first countries to make progress in women’s rights 
has became one of the world’s most sexist.”

Alyokhina enrolled on a literature and journalism 
degree. Soon after, she learned her cherished pines 
were under threat and immediately left campus to save 
them. She mocks her naïve, younger self as she relays 
how she turned up at an ecological organisation wailing: 

“‘They want to cut down my favourite forest, I want to 
do something! But I met a leader of Greenpeace who 
told me to collect 5,000 signatures.” She succeeded, 
amassed a sympathetic contingent and organised 
nationwide rallies. Her activist course was set—all with 
her baby son, Filipp, on her back. 

It was through this newfound network that she 
was introduced to political art collective, Voina. “I invited 

them to a demonstration… and afterwards, they asked 
me to participate in an action during the first political-
religious trial in contemporary Russia (in 2009), a 
criminal case against the curators of a show called, 
Warning, Religion.” 

Alyokhina played her allotted role, filming their 
courtroom punk gig, but it was evident Voina wasn’t 
the right fit for her, nor two of the other women involved. 

“The leader was a macho-sexist, and the atmosphere 
was hard, so once I knew Nadya and Katya wanted to 
leave, we did.” 

In August 2011, the trio formed Pussy Riot with 
five other women. Less than a month later, Putin 
declared that he would be President for a third time, 
following two initial terms in 2000-2008—during which 
he grossly expanded the Kremlin’s control over public 
institutions such as the media. “Everybody wanted to 
do everything they could to stop that,” says Alyokhina, 
a hint of rage underscoring her measured tone. “The 
whole country rose up as everybody felt it would be a 
nightmare—then it became a nightmare.” 

The wave of protests that winter, the ‘Snow Revo-
lution’, was the largest in decades. Pussy Riot rehearsed 
for a month before they clambered on to a stone plat-
form in Red Square, facing the Kremlin, echoing a 1968 
action to oppose Russia’s invasion of what was then 
Czechoslovakia. They unfurled a purple flag bearing 
the Venus symbol and called for the people to: 

Riot in Russia—the charisma of protest!
Riot in Russia—Putin peed his pants!
Riot in Russia—we exist!
Riot in Russia—Riot, Riot!

While they were openly seeking the Kremlin’s attention, 
they did not expect to make international news. “We 
were like, ‘Wow, The Guardian is writing about us.’” The 
follow up was to be Punk Prayer. The setting: the Cathe-
dral of Christ the Saviour, a monument to the festering 
corruption of the Church-State relationship. The Patri-
arch of Moscow and All Russia, an ex-KGB agent, who—
despite the Constitution’s explicit decree that the state 
remain a secular entity—was then using his hold over 
millions of Orthodox Russians to aid Putin’s bid for 
President. This manifested in the ungodly spectacle 
of Putin’s acolytes being granted “VIP” access to the 
Cathedral, allowing them to skip ahead of worshippers 
waiting to photograph the Holy Belt of the Virgin Mary 
for social media. As Alyokhina writes in Riot Days, “The 

“Some people said these are small issues, but it’s not small for 
the person whose life you are changing.” 
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church is no longer a place where everyone is equal.” 
Despite fervent belief in their cause, on the eve of the 
protest, she wondered if the action might be offensive, 
sacriligious. “I asked the bass player, ‘Do I have the 
right to do this? Maybe I’m just a barbarian?’”

The morning of the action, her CD player blew its 
fuse, “On this, of all days,” and she berated herself for 
wearing a heavy Cossack coat as she might not be 
able to jump the barrier to the altar. Needless to say, 
she managed, they all did, and once on the altar—a 
forbidden place for women who aren’t brides or clean-
ers—they prayed:

Virgin Mary, Mother of God, banish Putin!
Virgin Mary, Mother of God, banish Putin, banish Putin!
Black Cassocks, gold epaulettes
The parishioners all crawl and bow.
The ghost of freedom is in the heavens,
Gay Pride sent to Siberia in chains.

The head of the KGB, their chief saint, 
Leads protesters to prison under escort.
So as not to offend the Most Sainted One. 
Women must give birth and love. 

Shit, shit, holy shit!
Shit, shit holy shit!

Virgin Mary, Mother of God, 
Be a feminist!
Be a feminist!

Bless our festering bastard-bosses.
Let black cars parade the cross.
The missionary’s in class for cash, 
Meet him there, and pay his stash.

Patriarch Gundaia believes in Putin.
It’d be better to believe in God, you bitch!
The Belt of the Virgin Mary won’t deter the demonstrations. 
The Virgin Mary is with us at the protests. 

Virgin Mary, Mother of God, banish Putin!
Virgin Mary, Mother of God, banish Putin, banish Putin!

Asked what was running through her mind during the 
40 or so seconds of singing that landed her in jail for 
two years, Alyokhina says, as if stating the freaking 
obvious: “You are just doing what you are doing with 
your whole being. How it was, what it was, you think 
about afterwards. It’s always like that.” 

The following afternoon, while arguing with Filipp 
over whether he could have ice cream for dinner, the 
police arrived at their flat. She feigned ignorance of 
the ”chicks dancing in a church” that the officers men-
tioned before signing a declaration that she’d visit the 

police station tomorrow. The next morning Alyokhina 
and the other members of Pussy Riot decided against 
turning themselves in. She bid four-year-old Filipp 
goodbye, unaware that she wouldn’t see home again 
for two years as a life on the run became reality. 

Was she worried about her immediate future? “I 
was living by the same principle as now: in the present… 
Our friends advised us to wait out the elections in 
hiding but our concern was, ‘Do you lock yourself into 
a prison of fear?’ And we felt that’s not our way, as it’s 
what ‘they’ wanted from every person protesting. It’s 
self-censorship, and that’s the most dangerous prison 
you can enter.” She writes: “We didn’t start this whole 
thing just to disappear. Revolution is a story, if we fell 
out of it, disappeared, it would be their story, not ours.”

Having read in an interview that she enjoyed this period, 
I ask why? 

“Maybe I said that as I love road movies.”
“Bonnie and Clyde?”
“Yes,” she giggles. “Let’s go smoke.” 

Back in Moscow, they were swiftly apprehended—on 
March 4, 2012, the very day Putin was re-elected 
President—and deposited in holding cells prior to being 
interned at a women—only detention centre: a torturous 
place with threadbare mattresses, and heating so 
inadequate the inmates plugged window cracks with 
breadcrumbs and sanitary pads in a vain bid to forestall 
the bitter winter air. There followed hunger strikes and 
humiliating, intimate strip searches. She didn’t yet know 
that she could lawfully refuse: “Half a year went by 
before I realised I could say no when the guards said, 
‘Bend over.’ … I didn’t think I could make a choice.”

All of this and she was yet to make it to trial. The 
drudgery of captivity was punctuated only by searches 
and bi-monthly sessions with investigators—potentially 
disastrous for her psychological state. “In jail,” she says, 
voice lowering with sorrow, “you don’t have any place 
to go after talking with the investigator, you have a lot 
of time to review it again and again.” But Alyokhina 
instinctively knew that giving into anxiety would only 
compound her suffering. “If you mentally stay there 
you will become a prisoner. Everybody is already saying 
they’ve taken your freedom, but you don’t want to 
believe that, so you start to think about what freedom 
is, and find it inside of you.” 

She had begun reading prison memoirs and 
dissident literature as soon as she was incarcerated, 
drawing resilience from inspirational quotes by the 
likes of Vladimir Bukovsky: “In the best of circumstances, 
honesty is perceived as heroism; in the worst of cir-
cumstances, as mental illness.” However she lights up 
most when describing how a dear friend’s letters gave 
her strength. “Once he wrote that even in the most D
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difficult of situations, I’m not alone as all those people 
who have been standing for truth from the very begin-
ning are with me. And when you remember this, you 
understand that you are not alone.” 

Time limped on until, five months after arrest, the 
trio were reunited in a bullet-proof glass box in a 
Moscow courtroom, to stand trial for the purported 
crime of hooliganism, committed for reasons of reli-
gious hatred and enmity. The fortnight-long, oft-farcical 
process culminated in them being sentenced to an 
unprecedented two years in jail. It was on that same 
black day that it dawned on Alyokhina that she could 
not: “Sob and beat your head against the wall because 
you won’t see your son… Later, you’ll understand that, 
from now on, you can’t do that ever, anywhere.” And it 
came to mind while reading Riot Days, which is illus-
trated with Filipp’s hand-drawings, that this is perhaps 
why, despite clearly being besotted with her child, how 
much she missed him is barely stated—a self-protection 
measure; also perhaps the reason other loved ones do 
not frequently feature: “The haters. They said my family 
meant nothing to me… But I won’t listen to them. I will 
listen to time. [To my mother’s watch ticking]. And believe 
that I am right.”

On arrival at Perm, a frozen penal colony, Alyokh-
ina was assigned a barracks where fellow prisoners 
abused her as instructed by the guards. She was soon 
moved to a solitary cell, for her own safety, and watched 
round the clock. Tired of the abuse of power by prison 
guards she carried out meticulous legal research from 
her cell. “I started to read the law as the guards told 
me that I was breaking it, and I soon realised that it’s 
my way to protect myself—that the law can be a weapon,” 
she states vehemently. “The guards would say things 
like, ‘Why can’t you just continue protesting when you 
get out?’ But there’s no difference. If you give up, you’ll 
become a different person fast. It’s not about prison—
it’s about protest itself.” 

 Her efforts, which led to the first ever courtroom 
hearing against the penal colony’s guards, reaped 
impactful rewards including warm shawls for every 
inmate. She kept on advocating, winning victories that 
led to better treatment for all. “I would like to live my life 
in such a way that whatever I leave behind has something 
to do with freedom and truth, and not the emptiness that 
these words become as I speak them.” After several 
months she was transferred to a Moscow prison—the 
guards had had enough of being held to account.

A few months later, Alyokhina was released without 
notice—a political play by Putin, then embroiled in the 
nascent Ukrainian Revolution, in a bid to save face ahead 
of the Sochi Olympic Games—a shock to her, and eve-
ryone else. She instantly dedicated her life to the ongoing 
fight for Russian prisoners’ rights, which has since led 
to the establishment of a legal fund, as well as the crea-
tion of independent news site, MediaZona. “Our goal is 

to give voice to real Russia. To create a platform for the 
monologues of prisoners, and to document police vio-
lence,” she explains. “The whole history of police violence 
is written in the Russian court rooms, as almost everyone 
in opposition has a criminal case against them.” Their 
vital work has led to significant changes, including the 
firing or incarceration of offending guards and officers, 
and the improvement of conditions, which, in certain 
instances, are life-saving. And it’s clear that the plight 
of those still enduring the despicable conditions she 
suffered under weighs upon her incessantly. “Some 
people said these are small issues, but it’s not small for 
the person whose life you are changing. During our last 
days in the penal colony, the girls with us said, ‘If you 
will not speak about us, nobody will, because no one 
cares what’s going on here.’”

Having been granted her “freedom” by the state, 
she collected Filipp and rejoined her Pussy Riot allies 
to prepare for mass actions in Sochi. Alyokhina has 
kept attending protests since release, and she sees 
advocacy, demonstrations and cultural endeavours—
such as Burning Doors, a play staged with the Belarus 
Theatre as a statement of resistance in the fight for 
the freedom of imprisoned Ukrainian filmmaker, Oleg 
Sensov—as equally powerful weapons to wield in the 
pursuit of truth and freedom. “It’s a responsibility of 
art to speak out. If you have the microphone, the stage, 
then you should speak out—this is how political art 
comes to exist. Protest can and should be stylish, for 
me I love cinema and characters. It’s a stereotype that 
if you’re fighting for justice you should wear just black-
and-white clothing. It’s not like that! It’s up to you how 
your action will look.” 

What is essential though is individual intention; 
the decision to live by your ideals and open your eyes 
to the issues in your own community. “Revolution is 
not about someone coming along and changing eve-
rything for you, it’s you who should change, otherwise 
it will be their revolution, not yours.” Once more, it 
comes down to the choice to take a stand, as liberal 
states can quickly descend into oppressive monstrosi-
ties. “These things happen when you don’t pay attention,” 
says Alyokhina, empowered, “If you think that politics 
exists somewhere else—in a castle, in the White House—
but not around you, you’re wrong. Politics is your life, 
it’s about where you eat, how much you pay for the 
bus, and so on. It’s everywhere. If you do not fight for 
the things you believe in, they will disappear very fast… 
History is not made by official faces, it’s made by 
everyone who decides to do instead of stay away. And 
this is my way of showing it, through my story—it’s just 
one story, and the world is full of stories.” 

Before she departs, I ask what she hopes to 
achieve: for her, her son, for everyone in Russia? “The 
same things that are in the Punk Prayer, I’m just living 
it.” Moment by moment? “Yes, it’s very simple.”  ◆

“It’s a responsibility of art to speak out. If you have the 
microphone, the stage, then you should speak out.” JA
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