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Your Journey in Gem Cutting
· How did you first get started in gem cutting, and what drew you to this craft?
· Can you describe your evolution as a gem cutter? How has your technique or philosophy changed over time?

I was born in Siberia, Russia and got major in Vladivostok as a marine navigator. But after a few years my field of work changed to economy. Then, I started to cut gemstones, getting initial skills from my friend, an amateur faceter. This year is 25th anniversary since my first faceted stone (1999). A qualitative leap in my skills was in 2006, with participation in my first technical faceting contest – Single Stone Competition provided by the US Faceters Guild. A few years later, in 2010 I already won International Faceting Challenge in Australia with highest score – 299.17 from 300. This record was beaten only in ten years, in 2020. Now I base in Russia, but also work in Bangkok. These technical competitions helped me to reach quite high level in precision cut.
But then, using precision cut only as a tool, I learned to “draw with facets” creating certain images or symbols in the pattern of facets. Thus, in 2009, the first art collection called “Philosophical Stone” was born. Each stone not only had its own name, which expressed the main idea of its artistic composition, but a parable was written for each stone, which expanded this idea into a philosophical concept. Please note: when I talk about artistic cutting (or the art of faceting), I don't just mean innovative techniques or fancy designs, but only with certain meaning, as a carrier of some idea, which can arise emotions in our mind through associated images.
Later, I developed this direction by creating a few more collections, like “Elements” or “Sacred Symbols”. But the peak of my creativity until the last year was the “World Heritage” collection, where each of 12 stones is devoted to some culture – existed or gone, like ancient Greece or the Roman Empire. The complexity of these stones is incredible, some of them have more than 1,000 facets and elements never used by cutters before – like rounded frosted lines between flat polished facets to emphasize the images. This collection crowned my way in this direction, which I fossilized in my speech in Tucson: “15 years of artistic cut – from philosophical stone to the world heritage”. 
Over the years, the ideas became deeper, the images more complex. More and more complex faceting diagrams were required to depict them. If in the “Philosophical Stone” the average number of facets on a stone was 80-100, then in “World Heritage” it exceeded 1000, and in the collection I am working on now – “Cradle of Life” the number of facets exceeded two and even three thousand! This is probably where I differ from other masters, which helps me grow further – I am not afraid to set tasks that seem impossible. And, when the next task is solved, the boundaries of the possible are pushed further and further.

 The Art Behind the Science
· How do you approach a raw stone? Is there a specific moment where you "see" the final gem in your mind?
· Gem cutting involves both artistry and precision. How do you balance these elements when working on a piece?
· Are there any signature cuts or styles that define your work? What makes them unique?
It's hard to say for sure when I "see" the image of a finished stone in my imagination. In artistic cutting, this image appears before the cutting process begins, at the stage of creating a diagram, building a 3D model and optimizing angular coordinates. And the rough materials are already selected to match this image. If the cost of rough exceeds the cost of work (this happens!), on the contrary, the shape of the piece of rough dictates the design of the future gem. Recutting is special – sometimes you have to “catch” each facet and just repolish it, improving the color and appearance of the initial stone.
I would not say that cutting a stone involves both precision and artistry. Based on the concept of the art of faceting, which carries a certain idea, the true gemstone artists around the world can be counted on the fingers of one hand. If a person is fluent in precision cutting, he cannot yet be called an artist. But it is impossible to become a real artist without perfection in technique of faceting. In other words, any child can draw a portrait of a woman. But for this portrait to become the Mona Lisa, you need to have Leonardo's technique, experience and inspiration.
A few years ago, I tried working with frosted edges. The idea is not mine, but I was interested to see the result. Very soon it became clear that frosted edges should not be overused. A faceted stone is primarily an optical instrument, and its main task is to reveal the beauty of the stone through the refraction and reflection of light. Frosted edges emphasize the cut pattern, but scatter light, which can deteriorate the color and reduce the appearance of the stone. Therefore, I try to make the frosted edges as narrow as possible – 0.2-0.3 mm wide, and outline with them only the outline of the main pattern, so that they cover no more than 5% of the entire surface of the stone.

Challenges and Breakthroughs
· What has been the most challenging stone you've ever worked on? How did you overcome the difficulties?
· Have you ever had a project that went wrong? How did you salvage or rethink the process?
If we talk about the most difficult stone of all that I have made, the first one that comes to mind is the “Triumph of Life” stone, which from the end of October will be exhibited at the Russian State Historical Museum in Moscow. This is citrine cut in the shape of an egg. A significant part of its surface is covered by a “Flower of Life” pattern of frosted facets. Its unusualness and uniqueness is that between the frosted flat “petals” there are curved polished spaces, which makes the “petals” rounded. This technique had only been used once before – on a stone cut according to a design by Leonardo da Vinci and included in the Guinness Book of Records as the most faceted quartz in the world. But this egg also contains another technique – flat polished facets and curved frosted ones between them. There is no other stone like this in the world.
Once there was a case when neither I nor my customer, who provided the rough crystal, liked the result of cutting. I bought this stone at the price of rough and after some time recut it, changing the shape, design and cutting off all the inclusions. This was the only time I completely recut the stone of my work. Another time I liked the result of the recut. But it turned out that the customer wanted something completely different, although, in my opinion, the final stone was much better than the original. I also repurchased this stone and now it is part of my own modest collection.

Cutting for Brilliance
· What is the role of light in your work? How do you manipulate angles and facets to maximise a gem's brilliance?
· Can you describe the difference between a well-cut stone and a poorly cut one, both visually and structurally?

As I said earlier, a gemstone is an optical instrument, and its purpose is to transmit, refract and reflect light. And no matter what artistic designs I make, trying to show images in facets, I always remember that the most important thing is the beauty of stone, not images and even not meaning. Of course, I choose the optimal range of angles and some principles for the relative position of the facets to show this beauty. For that purpose, computer programs are used to create a 3D model of the gemstone and analyze how its appearance changes when the angles of the crown and pavilion change, with specified optical characteristics. Only after determining the best combination of angles I start cutting.
Not an easy question, and the more experience I gain, the more difficult it is to answer. Previously, I would have said unequivocally: the stone should be symmetrical, not have a “window” or light extinction through the side facets, mirror polished, with sharp edges that, like a knife blade, do not reflect light. But over time, it became clear that this is not always the case. I once had the opportunity to be a judge at the most beautiful Ruby competition, where I saw one stone. Uneven, asymmetrical, with edges completely covered with noticeable polishing scratches, it had an amazing, rich, but not too dark, spectrally pure red color. Looking from  all other sides, the stone had an brownish tint, and I understood that it was the combination of these imperfections that gave it such a perfect color. In addition, once I had to cut a rather dark stone, and if you follow the cutting canons and make it without a “window”, then it will look like a black mirror, because the ray will pass through the stone at least twice, reflecting from the internal surfaces. Then I made the largest “window” possible, which occupied more than half of the stone – and a clearly visible color appeared, since the light now passed through the stone only once. There were other examples. In short, there are no rules for all occasions in cutting. Each specific stone can dictate its own rules, which may differ greatly from the generally accepted ones.

Material and Tools
· What types of tools and technology do you use, and how have they evolved during your career?
· Are there any traditional techniques that you still use? How do they compare to modern methods?

I use manual faceting machines made in the USA. I've been using a Facetron machine for over 20 years and now I've added Ultratec. Functionally they are very similar and for now this is enough. If we talk about traditional hand-cutting techniques (without using a machine), which are sometimes still used in conservative Europe and some developing countries, I have never used them, having immediately started working on a faceting machine.

The Emotional Side 
· How do you feel when you finally finish a gem? Is there an emotional connection to the pieces you create?
· Can you tell us about a gem you worked on that has a particularly personal or emotional story behind it?

When the stone is finished, I wash it and take it out, wrapped in a towel, to show my loved ones. My wife says: “A new Angel has been born.” And this, perhaps, very accurately reflects my feelings. I treat each stone not only as my child, but also as my teacher. I believe that there is no dead matter in the Universe. When working with stone, it is important for me to find the same language with it. Therefore, before starting work, I try to mentally calm the stone, explaining that cutting will only make it better, that I will be cutting not only it, but also myself, and that together we will go to perfection. And when such contact is achieved, the stone begins to help, giving signals perceptible by some sixth sense when to stop, cutting the facet. It happens that I make a few facets in a tier with one touch – without looking at the facet and stopping with micron precision, not over-cutting and not under-cutting. But sometimes there are more amazing stories, when a stone in the full sense of the word can be considered as a teacher.
14 years ago, an idea appeared in my mind: to facet Buddhist Mandala in the gemstone – symbolically, of course. That time I just won individual championship of the International Faceting Challenge in Australia and was full of energy and ambitious plans. But still – it took two years of finalize this design and create faceting diagram. Kalachakra Mandala has 722 Deities; gemstone had 722 facets. Each facet corresponded with the Deity of Mandala. Everything had meaning in that design: not only number of facets in their groups, but also their combination, size, and even location on the gem. Cutting itself was much faster – just two weeks. But when I finished and calmed down like a nuclear reactor after work, at one moment I saw the whole Universe like a great Crystal in the shape of my gemstone with all 722 facets, and my consciousness like the same crystal, but smaller size, inscribed into the big one by all facets, edges and corners… I felt myself like a small Universe, realizing that each facet (symbolically representing the Deity of Mandala) in the reality represents some aspect of the Universe; and unbelievable play of light on the internal reflections in the reality means the complexity of interactions between these aspects in the Great Universe – the same as in our mind… Such the stones-helpers turned into stones-mentors.

The Future of Gem Cutting
· What trends or innovations do you see in gem cutting today?
· How do you think the art of gem cutting will evolve in the next decade?
· Do you think AI will take over manual gem cutting and design?
The development of faceting equipment has led to the emergence of new cutting techniques that did not exist before. Internal corners, spherical, concave and frosted facets appeared, and the designs themselves became more varied and sometimes filled with meaning. I am quite cautious about these innovations, not rejecting them, but using them with some restrictions – such as frosted edges, as I told before.
I don’t use concave faceting, because curved facets don’t form virtual prisms, which disperse light into spectrum components. As a result, we don’t see flashes of light by colors different from the bodycolor of gem. It makes stone not so beautiful as it could be. But I am sure that art of gem cutting (if we talk about meaningful designs and named stones arising emotions in our mind) will develop more in the nearest future.
Concerning AI, I don’t think about it because I don’t know it.

The Impact of Imperfection:
· How do natural inclusions or imperfections in a stone influence your decision-making when cutting?
· Is there ever a moment when you intentionally leave a "flaw" to highlight the natural beauty of the stone?
Natural imperfections, like cracks, inclusions or color zoning, certainly affects the cutter’s decision. Of course, they make some limitation which should be taken into consideration when I choose gem design. Sometimes they transform advantage of precision cut to disadvantage and vise versa. For example. Many years ago I created one design specially for light stones, to enforce color by multiple reflections inside gemstone. But, if stone has many tiniest inclusions, like silk or “fingerprints” in sapphires, color will be not only enforced, transmitting many times inside stone, but also faded, diffusing on inclusions. If rough crystal has zones with different colors, we shouldn’t direct light alongside these zones – colors will be mixed. Like watermelon tourmaline should be faceted only into step (or, at least, scissors cut) not directing light from one zone to another. 
Another sample. I got an interesting crystal of Montana sapphire for faceting. Crystal was extremely rare – two color zones: pinkish red in the middle and blue around it. Combination of Ruby and Sapphire in one stone – I’ve never seen it before as well as after. But it was visible only in one direction, alongside the crystal. After faceting, colors mixed, and we got equal purple color in any direction… My customer was happy – he liked this color, but I was quite upset, because combination of Ruby and Sapphire in one stone stayed just in my memory… 
There is a well-known case described by legendary cutter, John Sinkankas – one needle of black Tourmaline inside faceted colorless Quartz, exactly in the middle and oriented perpendicular to the table facet, when it reflected in all facets around. Many cutters did it, including me. Just I found rutilated Quartz with only one tiniest needle of golden Rutile. After faceting it was invisible from the side, but when you look through the table facet, it flashes in all 200 facets of stone. It was unbelievable. One time I saw well-saturated cornflower blue sapphire, which was almost colorless, just had about 15% blue zone concentrated around culet. As a result, blue color spreads for the whole stone and it looks equally blue in the volume. There are two samples how we can use natural imperfection of stone to make it better.

