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T
he 11 o’clock chants of the 
Omeriye Mosque accompa-
nied my thoughts as I took it 
in my stride to go and meet 
local war photographer 

Achilleas Zavallis at a local coffee shop in 
Nicosia’s old town.

Somehow the sounds suited the occa-
sion, seen as Zavallis has returned to his 
homeland after spending time in Syria 
where he attempted his first solo mission 
as an independent war photographer.

Professionally, this has seen his work 
published in prominent publications such 
as La Liberation, Le Monde, The Washing-
ton Post and Al Jazeera America to name a 
few. But undeniably, and with admiration 
for his eye, I was more interested in tapping 
into the ideals of a man who has seen rock 
bottom; a perception that, for obvious rea-
sons, may lead one to have better or more 
profound, should I say, 
answers to any kind of 
rhetorical question.

As colleagues we 
hastily exchanged views 
about the media; where 
it’s heading, its cred-
ibility. Working with-
out the backing of any 
news organisation obvi-
ously puts him in very different shoes than 
mine. Responsability for his coverage lies 
solely in his hands, and consequently gives 
him a freedom to approach matters based 
on his own know-how, awareness and intui-
tion perhaps.

“I went to Syria, it being the reason why 
I started taking photographs,” says Zavallis. 
“The first time I picked up a camera was be-
cause I wanted to do this kind of photogra-
phy (war photography). It just so happened 
that the first time I did was in Syria.”

But leaving coincidences aside, for Zav-
allis, Syria is also a game changer. “The way 
you perceive the Middle East, or the way 
you will perceive Middle East in 20 years 
from now is going to be directly affected by 
what’s happening in Syria, not so much in 
Egypt, for example.” 

Admittedly, Zavallis practises a self-ab-
sorbed profession which leaves him little 
leeway in approaching the subject matter.

“I prefer to go solo. I don’t trust anyone 
except myself and there are times that I 

don’t even trust myself, in the sense that 
it’s a conflict but it’s not a normal conflict. 
For me, there isn’t a single conflict that is 
black and white. Conflicts are 5% black, 4% 
white and all the rest is shades of grey…The 
situation is what it is and because it changes 
so fast, I don’t trust anyone else being with 
me in case things start to go bad and if they 
go bad, they’re going to go bad and they’re 
going to go bad really fast…It’s me, my con-
tacts, the people I trust, the people that are 
going to take me in and going to take me 
out.”

As a result, it’s within these shades of 
grey that Zavallis places himself. “I don’t 
care so much to communicate with you or 
Maria or with the editor,” he tells me. “I’m 
more into asking questions and getting an-
swers which, usually, 90% of the time works. 
But then, every answer I get, I get two more 
questions and it’s a never ending process.”

Having worked in media for the past 12 
years, it’s indicative that Zavallis rejects ob-

jectivity, especially in 
situations like Syria. 
“You’re free to have the 
illusion that you’re ob-
jective, but in the end, 
I really believe that 
perception is shaped 
by your own reality, by 
where you were bought 
up, by where you are liv-

ing; how a situation is affecting your every 
day life.”

As a photojournalist in Athens for eight 
years, Zavallis was fortunate enough to 
have worked with ‘good journalists’, as he 
says, from who he gained hands-on knowl-
edge. He also worked with major media 
channels as a fixer, from whom he learnt 
how to research of a story, “create a story 
in his head and have a sequence of images”.

As a self-taught photographer, it’s the 
varying experiences behind the lens that 
lead him to have the confidence and ade-
quate background to be able to approach 
conflict and post conflict zones. “I think 
you need to do every type of photography 
because you take bits and pieces from all of 
these and you put them into your work. I 
learnt how to take pictures by doing street 
photography which influenced my work, 
not necessarily visually, but being able to 
recognise elements coming together with-
in the frame and then being able to react 
fast enough; frame them and shoot the pic-

tures.” 
While in Cyprus Zavallis did fashion 

photography for leading local media out-
lets. “I took all that technical part of be-
ing able to understand and measure light 
and I put it into my work as well. I also did 
wedding photography, sports photography. 
That’s one of the good things about learning 
photography in Cyprus. Because it’s a small 
market, and if you work for a local newspa-
per or magazine, 99% you’re going to cover 
everything within your first year, which is 
not the case if you’re working for a publica-
tion in the UK for example. Every single job 
I did, on a technical level, it came together 
the last three four years.”

In conversation with 

Damascus - Syria, 3 April 2013: A rebel 
fighter running for cover during an opera-
tion on the front line of Jobar

Damascus - 
Syria, 15 April 
2013: A 
building 
destroyed by 
mortar file in a 
residential area 
of Damascus

Damascus - Syria, 9 May 2013: Kids playing in the rubble of a destroyed residential build-
ing on the outskirts of Damascus

Damascus - Syria, 27 May 2013: Victims of a chemical gas attack, believed to be Sarin, 
are treated by doctors in the hospital of Harasta

“I DON’T CARE 
SO MUCH TO 
COMMUNICATE WITH 
YOU OR MARIA OR 
WITH THE EDITOR,”
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On the first of February, Zavallis is 
due to give a seminar/ open dia-
logue about his experiences on the 
Syrian war front in Limassol.

The event aims to present a 
rich programme with four core is-
sues relating to the preparations 
for such a trip, photographing in 
war zones, transferring photos 
from camera to computer and a 
presentation of his work.

Yet the 37-year-ols photog-
rapher seems quite comfortable 
with adapting to the context of 
the event according to the kind 
of audience which will participate 
in the event, and the kind of re-
sponse he will receive.

“The seminar is informational 
up to a point. Obviously I’m not go-
ing to stand there and teach some-
one how you go into situations like 
that. You can’t teach that, you ei-

ther do it or you don’t.”
“When I went there, I went to 

stay there for two weeks to see if I 
could do it and in the process I saw 
that not only I could do it but I can 
be good at it as well and that’s when 
I decided I was going to stay there.  
“But a lot of people here think that 
war photographer is some kind of 
crazy dude going in there, shoot-
ing pictures, coming out, drink-
ing endless amounts of whiskey 
and going back and shooting some 
more and going home. It doesn’t 
work that way. 50% of my time 
goes into research, finding cross 
reference contacts. 

“The actual time shooting pic-
tures may be 20%. I may be doing 
nothing for two weeks at a time 
and then go out and shoot for lit-
erally five minutes and then do 
nothing for another week. 

“The amount of preparation 
you put into those five minutes 
is a lot, because if you don’t you 
put yourself at risk. And it’s not 
worth it.”

“Everyone knows what’s going 
on in Syria, let’s not fool ourselves, 
everyone has a general idea and if 
anyone wants to actually find out 
what’s going on, it’s at the tip of 
their fingers. We’re just lazy…but 
of course I’m going to talk about 
Syria, I’m going to try if possible 
to talk about the misconceptions 
people have about Syria and if I 
can address at least a couple of 
those, for me that would be great.”

For more information about 
the seminar/ open dialogue which 
will take place at the 6x6 Centre of 
Photography in Limassol on Feb-
ruary 1 from 4 to 7pm visit www.
centreforphotography6x6.com  

“Why war?” I ask him. “Why not?” 
he prompts back. “You’re sit-
ting there, you’re reading about 
it, but you don’t actually know 
what’s happening,” he concludes.
He leads me to appreciate that war is 
just a means to an end. “From then on 
it’s everything that goes on around it. 
The actual act of war, if you ask me, 
I don’t really like it, the actual boom 
boom of the situation; there’s the 
adrenaline and rush part of it which 
is exciting but in general, I’d rather 
avoid it. 
“You can show a war without even 
stepping on the front line. You can 
show war with pictures that show 

what is left, what remains.”  
And did it change him?
 “It changed the way I perceive 
things outside this situation. I appre-
ciate more, I get less anxious. I get 
less angry. I get less inpatient. I can 
sit here for ten minutes without do-
ing anything and just enjoy the sun 
on my face, whereas three years ago 
I would ask myself: what I am doing 
here?”  
Yet the time spent on location bought 
more than a mere adjustment. 
“The first six months I was there I 
was just following events because 
moving around was difficult and I 
had to adjust to the way I was func-

tioning, moving within that situation. 
“When I went into Damascus where 
there was a completely different way 
of working, different rhythms, I had 
to adjust again, and sort of stay back 
and try and understand more what 
the situation is like and then try and 
build on that.”
And building meant more than sim-
ply adjusting. Now back in Cyprus, 
what’s left is another, perhaps un-
foreseen void. “There are times I 
miss it. I miss the country, I miss the 
people. I’ve got friends there. I spent 
a lot of time in the country and I had to 
rely on a network of people, you get 
to invest into people.”

a war photographer
Looking back

The seminar

The aftermath
Reluctantly, we establish the 
long term vision and effects 
of what Zavallis preaches. 
There’s no denial that what 
his lens captures implies con-
notations for himself, for his 
profession, for his objectivity.

“In Greece, after seven 
years of documenting what 
was happening there which 
was interesting journalis-
tically because I was expe-
riencing a society that was 
falling apart,  at some point 
I stopped being objective be-
cause I was falling apart as 
well.”

Lacking the words to ex-
press this emotion otherwise, 
Zavallis blatantly lets on: “I 
do understand that with each 
passing day, if you choose to 
put yourself in a situation like 
this, something dies inside of 
you. But I want to pursue it. I 
don’t know how I will be eight 
or ten years down the road, 
if I’m going to be completely 
numb or not.”

But peace isn’t possible, he 
believes. “Historically, during 
the last 10,000 years, periods 

of peace are the exception to 
the rule. Usually, our world 
changes and moulds because 
of conflict. 

“We learn, but at the same 
time we haven’t found an al-
ternative way other than 
conflict in order to evolve, in 
order to change.

“We’re capable of a lot of 
destruction and we’re capa-
ble of doing a lot of good as 
well and it always sort of sits 
in the balance, but we always 
manage, and we always end 
up going down the destruc-
tive side of things, because its 
easier to shoot someone than 
sit with them and talk and 
perhaps agree to disagree.

“I’m a photographer. For 
now I want to continue war 
photography without exclud-
ing the possibility of covering 
stories outside the conflict or 
post conflict scenario. I don’t 
like the term war photogra-
pher, there are too many lim-
its within that and I want to 
continue asking questions 
that are outside the concept 
of conflict.”

Damascus - Syria, 25 May 2013: Rebels posing for a picture with a Syrian Army soldier captured during an offen-
sive on Army positions
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