30 YEARS

A Flurry of Prosecutions for Racy Photos
Reflects Russia’s Intensifying Embrace
of ‘Traditional Values’
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Ruslan Bobiyev and his girlfriend Anastasia Chistova were each sentenced to 10 months in prison on
charges of “insulting religious feelings.” Tverskoy District Court / TASS

Russians are increasingly facing prosecution for posting provocative photos of themselves in
front of religious landmarks in what analysts say reflects the Kremlin’s intensifying focus on
defending conservative values.

At least four cases have been launched in recent weeks against young people, mostly women,
for posting sexually suggestive content on social media near places of worship.

Last week, blogger Ruslan Bobiyev, 23, and his girlfriend Anastasia Chistova, 19, were each
sentenced to 10 months in prison on charges of “insulting religious feelings” over a photo
that shows them simulating oral sex against the backdrop of St. Basil’s Cathedral on Red
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Square.

The sentence was criticized as overly harsh as many expected a slap on the wrist and a fine.

Related article: Russia Sentences Blogging Couple to Prison for X-Rated Cathedral Photo Op

The pair “are the first people in a long time to get real prison time under this article,”
Alexander Verkhovsky, an analyst at the Sova Center rights group, told The Moscow Times.

“I think they received prison time because the girl had ‘police’ written on her jacket, so it’s
the police’s feelings that were insulted,” he said, referring to the mock police uniform
Chistova was wearing in the photo.

The court also handed Bobiyev, a Tajik citizen, a deportation order. In a video published by the
Interior Ministry, Bobiyev can be seen asking the Russian nation for forgiveness.

Last month, 22-year-old Lolita Bogdanova faced similar charges for flashing her breasts in
front of the same cathedral. Instead of facing prison or a fine for the video, which she says was
filmed years ago and posted by someone else, she signed an agreement not to leave Russia.

In a separate case, police on Saturday detained 31-year-old model Irina Volkova for a photo
where she is seen posing in thong underwear in front of St. Isaac’s Cathedral in St. Petersburg.
While a court ruled Sunday to release Volkova from custody because she has a son, she faces
up to ayear in jail on the charges of “insulting religious feelings.”

“There are a lot of ridiculous cases that are not worth the institution of criminal cases, simply
because of their insignificance,” Verkhovsky told The Moscow Times.

The series of cases reflects Russia’s turn toward socially conservative values in the past
decade under President Vladimir Putin’s leadership.

At last month’s Valdai Discussion Club, Putin publicly slammed Western liberal values,
deriding cancel culture, so-called “reverse racism” and the “monstrous” forcing of
transgenderism onto children as the antithesis of Russia’s values.

The “insulting religious feelings” law was passed in 2013 in response to activist group Pussy
Riot’s anti-Putin performance at Moscow’s Christ the Savior Cathedral. Pussy Riot members
Maria Alyokhina and Nadya Tolokonnikova would spend two years in a prison colony for the
act on hooliganism charges.

“The wording of the [Criminal Code] article actually describes Pussy Riot’s performance,
because they were first tried for hooliganism, but it did not quite fit with the events, so they
came up with a law that would describe what happened,” Verkhovsky said.

Alyokhina said several “repressive” laws that have been passed or expanded since 2013 are
being widely applied today, including the country’s controversial “foreign agents” law and
the Yarovaya package expanding law enforcement agencies’ authority.

The Pussy Riot activist said she and Tolokonnikova were some of the earliest victims of the
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laws that would come to define Russia’s crackdown on the opposition and liberal values over
the next decade.

“I received a number of letters during that time saying that dancing in churches is bad, but it
does not qualify a prison sentence,” Alyokhina said.
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