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Introduction

This issue of “Images” is entitled Ukraine in Flames, echoing
the English-language adaptation of a renowned cinematic creation by
Ukrainian director Oleksandr Dovzhenko (1894-1956). In 1944, Stalin’s
regime condemned this masterpiece to oblivion, citing unfounded al-
legations of “Ukrainian nationalism” The volume is being published
amid another war waged on Ukrainian soil, where the nation defends
itself against an external aggressor seeking to take it over. This war
has shocked the world. People are being introduced to this conflict
predominantly through audiovisual media. For those who have experi-
enced it, it is an inescapable, tragic reality, but for others it has become,
to a large extent, a quasi-filmic spectacle which, regrettably, risks losing
its gravity due to its daily presence on screens...

Ukraine has garnered considerable attention due to this war.
However, it would be inappropriate for the perception of this country to
remain solely at the level of the image of a nation fighting tenaciously for
the independence and integrity of its state. The prevailing circumstances
demand a deeper exploration of Ukraine’s cultural heritage and the
intricacies of its identity, aspects which Russia’s aggression is precisely
seeking to annihilate. A self-contained heritage and a separate identity,
by their very existence, undermine the imperial, Great-Russian myths
that instrumentalise the past.

Since the 18" century, when imperial Russia took its full form,
suppressing all forms of cultural distinctiveness, particularly Ukrai-
nian but also Polish, became one of the central objectives of the state.
Consequently, the development of Ukrainian culture has perpetually
intertwined with political struggle. The aforementioned Oleksandr
Dovzhenko confirmed this by stating that in the Soviet Union, “every
creator of Ukrainian culture is seen as a potential enemy. Anyone who
loves their nation is a nationalist...”. Similarly, Sarkis Parajanian (Serhiy
Parajanov, 1924-1990), director of Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors (1964),
said the following about himself: “I am an Armenian who was born
in Thilisi and was imprisoned in Russia for Ukrainian nationalism”.
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During the Soviet era and the Iron Curtain, Ukrain€’s true inde-
pendence was obscured, leading to minimal recognition of Ukrainian
cinema in Europe and worldwide. Ukrainian art was subsumed under
the broader Soviet umbrella, often conflated with dominant Russian
artistic traditions. The awards that Ukrainian artists did receive at
international festivals, as well as their standing and authority, fed the
prestige of the Soviet Union, which, incidentally, was often called Russia
for short. Only a handful of instances acknowledged Ukrainians as the
bearers of a distinct culture.

Post-Soviet Ukraine yearned to present itself to the world, yet
the challenging transition to a market-driven economy hindered the
production of indigenous films during the 1990s and early 2000s. It was
only in the 2010s that the situation began to change, although primar-
ily within the domestic market. Ukrainian cinema remains relatively
obscure on the global stage and is arguably underrated.

This volume aims to bridge the gap in scholarly discourse sur-
rounding Ukrainian cinema. It comprises contributions from Ukrainian
and Polish scholars, delving into various periods of Ukrainian cinematic
history, with a significant focus on the contemporary landscape.

The issue explores cinematic, cultural, and historical Ukrainian-
Russian relations within the backdrop of the ongoing conflict since 2014
but also in the context of earlier, sometimes long-lasting processes and
events. It also sheds light on wartime realities within the Ukrainian film
industry, on selected phenomena spanning over a century of Ukrainian
cinematic history, and on Ukrainian-Polish cinematic and historical
relations. The Varia section, in which we publish a number of texts
unrelated to the main theme, begins, however, with interviews featuring
prominent figures in Polish cinema - the directors Jerzy Hoffman and
Krzysztof Zanussi. These discussions, conducted in July 2022, revolve
broadly around Ukrainian culture and cinema.

To complete this thematic thread, our Author Gallery showcases
the works of distinguished Ukrainian visual artists from two genera-
tions, Heorhiy (1930-2000) and Serhiy (1952-2017) Yakutovych. These
pieces have been generously provided by Pavel Hudimov’s Ya Gallery
and the Bohdan Stupka Charitable Foundation (Kyiv). Additionally, we
feature excerpts from a photographic chronicle of the ongoing conflict,
captured by acclaimed Kharkiv-based artist Vladislav Krasnoshchok.

We hope that with this volume of “Images”, we are contributing to
the process of construction - in our case, construction through knowl-
edge - in a world scarred by permanent destruction and degradation
due to the ongoing war...

Liubov Krupnyk, Andrzej Szpulak, Adrianna Woroch
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LARYSA BRIUKHOVETSKA
National University of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy

War drama as a living reality

ABSTRACT. Briukhovetska Larysa, War drama as a living reality. “Images” vol. XXXIV,
no. 43. Poznan 2023. Adam Mickiewicz University Press. Pp. 9-28. ISSN 1731-450X. https://doi.
org/10.14746/1.2023.34.43.1.

Since 2014, the Russian aggression in Ukraine has prompted filmmakers to master a new genre of
war drama to tell the stories of those who serve in the Ukrainian army or the territorial defense, as
well as those who contribute to the war effort as volunteers. The article discusses Ukrainian war
drama films: Cyborgs. Heroes Don’t Die, Call Sign Banderas, Mother of Apostles, Ilovaysk 2014.
Donbas Battalion, Sniper. The White Raven. These films integrate war drama with other genres
such as detective stories, adventure films, and psychological drama. They also refer to some archetypal
themes and conflicts in order to frame the current experience of the war. However, it will be argued
that these films do not simply reuse the existing genre models, but complicate them. They refresh
war drama by prioritizing the concrete experience of the ongoing war against Russian aggression over
the genre conventions. Ukrainian war drama shows not a game of war but the truth of war. It tells the
real stories of the bravery of ordinary people who fight against Russian aggression.

KEYWORDS: war drama, Ukrainian cinema, Russian aggression, Akhtem Seitablaev, Zaza Buladze,
Ivan Tymchenko, Marian Bushan, Cyborgs. Heroes Don’t Die, Call Sign Banderas, Mother of
Apostles, Ilovaysk 2014. Donbas Battalion, Sniper. The White Raven

2014 was a turning point in the history of Ukraine, and therefore
in Ukrainian cinema. At the end of February, violating the international
status quo and ignoring the “concerns” of European countries and the
USA, Russia annexed Crimea and unleashed a war in Donbas. Such
barbarism - a violation of the borders of an independent state — seemed
incredible considering the progress of civilization and democratic val-
ues, as well as the not-yet-forgotten experience of the Second World War.
The aggressor did not officially declare war, but battles took place on the
contact line, and soldiers and civilians died. The Russian Federation did
not advertise the presence of weapons and Russian troops in Donbas;
on the contrary, the president of the enemy country assured that “they
were not there”” In this regard, let us recall the lines of Lina Kostenko:

And horror, and blood, and death, and despair,
And the clawing of a predatory horde

A little gray-haired man

Caused dark trouble.

This is a beast of a disgusting breed,

Loch Ness of cold Neva,

Where do you look, people?

Today we are, and tomorrow - you!

The war was called hybrid.[1]

Images

vol. XXXIV/no. 43
Poznan 2023

ISSN 1731-450X

[1] L. Kostenko, I zhakh, i krov, i smert’, i vid- despair], https://virshi.com.ua/lina-kosten-
chay [And horror, and blood, and death, and ko-zhah-krov-smert-vidchaj/ (accessed: 18.01.2022).

Images 34(43), 2023: 9-28. © The Author(s). Published by: Adam Mickiewicz University Press, 2023.
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The appearance of a war drama became natural because the
events in Donbas have generated many sharp and tense plots. Ukrainian
cinematographers did not stand aside and made maximum efforts to
bring at least some of these plots to the big screen. War drama is one
of the most expensive genres, as it often requires the involvement or
production of military equipment, the destruction of scenery, large
groups of costumed extras, and complex computer effects, but these
difficulties did not stop the filmmakers.

This study deals with the feature films Cyborgs. Heroes Never Die
(2017), Call Sign “Banderas” (2018), Ilovaisk 2014. Battalion “Donbas”
(2019), Mother of the Apostles (2020), and Sniper. The White Raven
(2022). The meaning is clearly outlined in the film names. They have
alot in common: being based on current material and chronicling the
powerful events of the war that has been going on for eight years, they
embody the images of the defenders of Ukraine; using real stories, they
show the deep mental gulf between the Ukrainian defenders and the
Russian aggressors, not ignoring the residents of Donbas. It is charac-
teristic that, though tending to the epic form, the films are at the same
time reconstructions that faithfully recreate the events. The differences
between the films mentioned above are that their authors refer to the
images of soldiers of different military professions, and in one case,
a woman is central to the story.

Cinematographers who turned to war dramas had to learn a new
genre of films quickly. Help came from professional soldiers, partici-
pants in the battles. Films that are difficult to bring to fruition require
full commitment from all its creators, and from the actors, a complete
transformation, even military training. The images of soldiers-defend-
ers in the films are cyborgs, among whom were special forces fighters,
ordinary volunteers and scouts — both in Call Sign “Banderas” and
Mother of the Apostles, fighters of airborne assault groups - in Ilovaisk,
snipers — in Snipers. The White Raven. All of them are united by features
recognizable to the audience: calm confidence in what they are doing,
willingness to take risks, an unwavering will to win and courage.

The images of the antagonists are also individualized. Among
the most striking are the saboteur Boroda, real call sign - Khodok
(Mykola Zmievskyi) in Call Sign “Banderas”. He is gifted with artistry -
huddling among Ukrainian soldiers, he pretends to be a merry man,
a good fellow, and he manages to play out his bloody game long enough
though ultimately loses to the Ukrainian scout Saienko. In the film
Ilovaisk 2014, the commandant of occupied Ilovaisk, Runkov (Serhii
Dzialyk), who came from Rostov to Donbas in search of his son, wants
to destroy Bishut at any cost, but does not succeed. The commander of
the separatists Ork in Mother of the Apostles (Stanislav Shchokin), who
came from Russia to Donbas, might be described as absolutely crazy
and frantic; he behaved as if he were the legal owner, full of hatred for
both Ukrainian soldiers and the local population. He paid for it with his
life. The embodiment of self-confidence and invincibility is the Russian
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sniper Sieryi (Oleh Drach) in the film Sniper. The White Raven, who
is killed in the finale by the character with the call sign White Raven.
In this gallery of predators, the character and mentality of the horde
is accurately conveyed. There is another category of characters — these
are the residents of Donbas: some of them sympathize and secretly
help Ukrainian fighters (like the character of the film Mother of the
Apostles, an ordinary civilian played by Bohdan Beniuk). Others fight
on the side of the occupiers, but under the influence of circumstances,
they experience an epiphany and undergo change, like Liokha from
the movie Call Sign “Banderas”.

In just a few years, filmmakers working in this genre have pro-
duced high-quality results - their films have gained recognition from
audiences. However, the Ukrainian war drama does not fully conform
to generally accepted canons. Firstly, the authors of the films in question
do not imitate foreign models, therefore, their films are characterized
by originality. Secondly, they do not relate events that are remote in
historical time, but deal with the current war, the events of which are
known from the reports of the domestic and world media, and this
adds emotional tension to the works. And even if the local events of
the war are shown, the films operate on a wider scale in terms of ideas.
The result of this true reproduction of tragic events and life material is
an organic fusion of the documentary basis with the feature element
being the reproduction of the pages of the war by artistic means. Thirdly,
Ukrainian cinematographers, creating artistic images, emphasize that
the war Ukraine is engaged in is just, and strive to reveal the images of
its courageous defenders as fully as possible.

Thus, the modern military drama in Ukraine was brought to life
by the tragic events unfolding in Donbas and the heroic resistance of
the Armed Forces of Ukraine and volunteers. The causes of this war
are widely known. During the presidency of Viktor Yanukovych, the
Kremlin convinced itself that Ukraine, although de jure independent,
de facto remains a colony of Russia. But the events on Maidan Square
Nezalezhnosti (Independence Square), which lasted from November
2013 to February 2014 and went down in history as the Revolution of
Dignity, showed that the Moscow authorities were wrong, and that
the Ukrainian people had chosen the path of democracy and wanted
to join the European Union. Russia responded with aggression to this
choice, and to Ukrainians’ manifestation of will in the form of peace-
ful protests. Ukraine found itself in a difficult economic situation: an
empty treasury, and an almost incapacitated army - initially, it was
mainly volunteers who fought in Donbas. Thus, the government had
to save the country and form the armed forces. But even under such
conditions, cinema did not stop; on the contrary, Ukrainian (as well as
foreign) cinematographers on Maidan Square were participants in the
events and their chroniclers. As a result, many films appeared, stating,
commenting on and analyzing those events. Only a few were made
with the support of private TV channels, and the majority were based

11



12 LARYSA BRIUKHOVETSKA

on enthusiasm. They were shown at international festivals, and at the
same time, they became a message to the future.

The government of Ukraine began allocating funds for cinema
in 2016. On March 18, 2015, Volodymyr Hroisman, the Chairman of
the Verkhovna Rada, signed a decree banning Russian TV series in
Ukraine that glorify Russian weapons, Russian punishers and criminals.
The vacated space could be filled with Ukrainian cinema, including TV
series. But Ukrainian private TV channels had been cooperating with
Russia for a long time and, by inertia, gave screen time on television
to non-Ukrainian topics. As the people’s deputy of the Verkhovna
Rada, Hanna Hopko, rightly wrote, “Ukrainian TV series are the same
Russian TV series in which portraits of Putin and two-headed eagles
were simply removed. They multiply so fast as if we are still some kind
of Russian province, and this is unacceptable”[2] The government’s
measures to support the Ukrainian film industry resulted primarily in
the expansion of film production. A new generation came to Ukrainian
cinema, although not all of its representatives were interested in the war
and the defense of their native country: with some exceptions, young
people pretended that there was no war.

But tragic events required both documentation and creative
interpretation. Domestic film dramaturgy (which had long been a weak
point in Ukrainian cinematography) began to take shape. If in the
last twenty years a detachment of story-providers for television soap
operas has formed, then the emergence of screenwriters for movies
was stimulated by the events of the war in Crimea and Donbas, which
provided many plots for feature films. Natalia Vorozhbyt (Cyborgs,
Bad Roads - in the latter she is also the director) joined this work, the
duet of Serhii Dziuba and Artemii Kirsanov (Call Sign “Banderas”,
Forbidden), and journalist Mykhailo Brynykh (Ilovaisk 2014. Battalion
“Donbas”) became a screenwriter. The writers Andrii Kokotiukha (Red,
2017) and Iren Rozdobudko (Double Immelmann, 2021) continued to
work for cinema.

And another interesting phenomenon was that with the expan-
sion of film production, many new names appeared among actors, and
these actors who starred in war dramas deserve special respect. Some
of them, like Oleh Shulha, fought at the front. Ukrainian military per-
sonnel also became actors, such as the former scout and now employee
of the foundation “Come Back Alive”, Andrii Rymaruk (leading roles
in the films Atlantyda and Reflection by Valentyn Vasianovych, known
outside of Ukraine), and the warrior and politician Taras Kostanchuk
(who played himself in the film Ilovaisk 2014. Battalion “Donbas” by Ivan
Tymchenko). Volunteers and soldiers of the Armed Forces of Ukraine
took an active part in military dramas.

[2] H. Hopko, Shcho take ukrayins’kyy masovyy kin-
ematohraf? [What should Ukrainian mass cinema be
like?], “Kino-Teatr” 2016, no. 6(129), p. 2.
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The events in Ukraine aroused the interest of foreign filmmakers
as well: the American documentary filmmaker Mark Harris, together
with the director Oles Sanin and cameraman Yaroslav Pilunskyi, cre-
ated the film The Turning Point. The War for Democracy in Ukraine
(2017), where the history of the struggle of Ukrainians for their own
state is shown through the eyes of soldiers, doctors, journalists, theater
actors and all those who left their usual lives for the sake of the fight
for democracy.[3] The theme of the war in the center of Europe was
covered by artists of Ukrainian origin from the USA (Damian Kolodii)
and Canada (Adriana Luhova). The director and cinematographer
Simon Lereng Wilmont from Denmark documented the life of a grand-
mother and her grandson on the demarcation line in the film The
Distant Barking of Dogs,[4] and in 2022 he completed the documentary
A House Made of Splinters about a shelter for children in a dangerous
zone. On March 15, 2021, the Swiss blogger Le Grand JD showed the
documentary film in French War in Ukraine. Its main characters are
Ukrainian defenders. The author also recalled the downing of the
MHziy passenger plane by Russian weapons, as well as Moscow’s use
of all means of hybrid warfare against Ukraine: political, economic,
and informational.

It is believed that it is impossible to artistically comprehend his-
torically important events from a close temporal distance. Time filters,
leaving what is important and essential, and a talented artist relying
on real facts summarizes and invents so that the picture becomes ex-
pressive and conveys an important historical event to the viewer. But
as time has become dynamic, events are developing rapidly, begging
to be shown on the screen, it was impossible to put off their on-screen
embodiment for some time. The first feature films about the Russian-
Ukrainian war became the events in the cultural space of Ukraine. They
were directed by the filmmakers Akhtem Seitablaiev and Zaza Buadze,
who have been working in Ukraine for a long time. Their films gained
recognition: Khaitarma (2013) by Seitablaiev about the deportation of
Crimean Tatars, where he played the main role - the legendary pilot of
the Second World War Amet-Khan Sultan, and Red (2017) by Buadze,
about the soldiers of The Ukrainian Insurgent Army, who raised an
armed uprising in the Gulag, where in the final scene the exhausted
prisoners defeat their tormentors in a real battle.

The war drama Cyborgs. Heroes Never Die by Akhtem Seitablaiev
became the first convincing evidence of the success of Ukrainian cin-
ema after the Revolution of Dignity. Filming began in February 2017,
and on December 7 of the same year, on the Day of the Armed Forces
of Ukraine, the film was released. It became a sensation — the flow

[3] Film “Peretomnyj moment: Wijna za demokrat- https://vchasnoua.comdonbass/58537-film-perelom-
iju w Ukrajini’zmahatymet’sia za “Oskar” [The film nyi-moment-viina-za-demokratiju-v-ukraini-zma-
“Turning Point: The War for Democracy in Ukraine” hatymetsia-za-oskar (accessed: 18.01.2022).

will compete for an Oscar], Vchasno UA, 20.11.2018, [4] Ibidem.


https://vchasnoua.com/donbass/58537-film-perelomnyi-moment-viina-za-demokratiiu-v-ukraini-zmahatymetsia-za-oskar
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of spectators who wanted to see it on the big screen did not stop for
a month.[5]

The Crimean Tatar actor and director Akhtem Seitablaiev, who
has an acting and directing education, organically entered the space
of Ukrainian culture. Before filming Cyborgs, he worked on one of the
TV channels on a series of programs titled Brave Hearts. He invited
to the studio fighters who had fought in Donbas, including defenders
of Donetsk airport, who were respected and admired in Ukraine. The
shows had high ratings, and the director decided to make a movie about
them. Natalia Vorozhbyt, who is known for her modernized staging
of Ukrainian literature, prepared the script based on the stories of the
participants of the battles.

The fighting for the airport began in September 2014 and lasted
until January 22, 2015, becoming one of the fiercest in the war in eastern
Ukraine. The battles for control over Donetsk international airport
broke out between Ukrainian troops, including fighters of volunteer
formations, on the one hand, and the forces of pro-Russian armed
groups and the occupation army, on the other hand. The stronghold of
the Ukrainian forces was the village of Pisky - provisions and ammu-
nition were supplied to the defenders of the airport and soldiers were
rotated there. Fire support artillery was deployed in Pisky. Pro-Russian
forces attacked the airport from the adjacent Kyiv district of Donetsk,
from the territory of the monastery in the south and from the village
of Spartak in the east.

Cyborgs also joined the film, providing material for the
script, advising the director and actors, in particular, Andriy Sharas-
kin, a theater director, originally from Ternopil region, a prototype of
a cyborg with the call sign Serpen, whose role was played by one of the
leading actors, his friend from student days, Viacheslav Dovzhenko.
The actor explained: “My character is a collective image, but he has
a prototype — Andriusha Sharaskin (call sign Bohema). I talked to him
a lot. He, like my character, told military comrades about the history of
Ukraine, had conversations with them.”[6] The film was also consulted
by Kyrylo Nedria (Dotsent), Yevhen Zhukov (Marshal) and Yevhen
Mezhevikin (Adam).

High-class specialists worked on the film - the producer Ivanna
Diadiura, cameraman Yurii Korol, artist Shevket Seidametov, who faith-
fully reproduced one-fifth of the airport territory. Their proficiency was
manifested primarily in relating the truth of the events. All members of
the film crew had a great desire to show this phenomenon of resistance
against overwhelming enemy forces. Undoubtedly, the human appeal of
the characters is primarily down to the actors: Viacheslav Dovzhenko

[5] During the first weekend, the film grossed over record for a film produced entirely in Ukraine at the
UAH 8 million. This is a record figure for the first time.
weekend for a Ukrainian film. As of January 30, [6] V. Dovzhenko, Lyudy khochut’ dyvytysya “Ki-

2018, after 8 weeks of release, the film’s box office had borhiv” [People want to watch “Cyborgs”], “Kino-Te-
grossed UAH 22.3 million, which was an absolute atr” 2018, no. 2(136), p. 7.
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(Serpen), Andrii Isaienko (Subota), Roman Yasinovskyi (Hid), Makar
Tykhomyrov (Mazhor), Viktor Zhdanov (Did), Oleksandr Piskunov
(Mars), Konstiantyn Temliak (Psykh). As you can see, the main focus
in the picture is on seven cyborgs, and it is associated with the famous
film Seven Samurai by Akira Kurosawa, whose characters in the distant
16 century also entered into battle with the overwhelming forces of
attackers.

Actors and civilians had to become convincing in conveying
the images of the military. They had to master the flawless handling
of weapons (and trained a lot to do this), convey the inner state, true
behavior in an extreme situation. Being organic in the image was im-
portant, because they were watched by real-life prototypes of their
characters, ready to help on the film set. The characters are people with
extraordinary abilities. Without their prompt reactions and ingenuity, it
is impossible to survive in extreme conditions. And most importantly,
despite the disputes and discussions between them, they united, be-
came one unit, a strike force. A collective portrait of the defenders of
the airport appeared on the screen, and each of them is a complex and
interesting person in its own way.

War drama is a genre that, in addition to semantic clarity for
the sake of understanding who is the attacker and who is the defender
in war, requires the severity of events and their constant development.
Because of that, in films of this genre, events often overshadow people.
In Cyborgs, on the contrary, each of the characters is an individuality,
everyone, even the enemy who was captured by the cyborgs, had the
opportunity to express himself. In the tension of military operations,
the individual remains in the foreground. There are no open battles in
the film because the nature of the war is different here, it is undeclared
and hybrid. Ukrainian soldiers repel attacks, they are constantly ready
for direct confrontation. Enemy snipers are hiding in the ruins of the
airport, they are almost impossible to detect.

The cyborgs spend most of their time in the mutilated premises
of the airport, occasionally venturing out at great risk to their lives. It is
also dangerous in the airport itself, but the walls, even pierced by shells,
provide some kind of protection. A fighter with the call sign Mazhor
risks his life. He leaves the airport during the night shift, violating the
commander’s order, and goes in search of a gun. His sortie is successful,
for in addition to weapons, he also manages to capture the enemy. The
commander does not ignore the young man’s willfulness and orders
Mazhor to return home (besides, the young man is a talented musician
and the commander wants to save him). But instead of carrying out the
order, Mazhor accuses Serpen and his generation of being unable to keep
the independence of Ukraine, develop and make Ukraine successful...
For the first time in Ukrainian cinema the authors touch a painful nerve.
But Mazhor, apparently, does not know that Ukraine was not made suc-
cessful by corrupt politicians and thieves who became oligarchs. This
brilliantly performed “duel” between Serpen and Mazhor is memorable.
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Firstly, the image of the young man shows the tendency of Ukrainians
towards anarchism and the unwillingness to obey orders, which is the
cause of many troubles for the country itself. Secondly, the episode
shows the difference between the army of a democratic country and
the army of a totalitarian country, where unconstitutional conversations
were not allowed in principle and where Major would have been quickly
sent “where he should be”. But, on the other hand, in the conditions of
democracy there are people of heightened consciousness, and they were
the ones who defended the airport, their country, went to fight voluntarily,
because in the time of danger, volunteers began to defend the country.

The film did not imitate other people’s models. The creative task
of the film crew was to make no mistakes in recreating the images of
real people. The actor Viktor Zhdanov had valuable impressions from
the creative process: “We were all of the same mind, in the truth of this
film, in the director’s position, in our view of this war. The civil position
is the same. Therefore, there was no shouting or scandals on the film
set — there was active work”[7] Shooting Cyborgs marked a successful
start to a career in cinema for the actors.

Akhtem Seitablaiev and his associates found the exact ratio of
the terrible and the majestic. During the short period of protecting
Donetsk Airport, strict everyday life is shown: replenishment with
new fighters, a tour of the destroyed territory of the airport, daily life,
discussions, readiness for battles and the battle itself. There is an episode
in the film when the cyborgs were warned that the Russians would use
their most powerful artillery, which would finally destroy the building
and they would die, but at the commander’s suggestion to leave the
airport there were none who wanted to, everyone stayed. Fortunately,
the predictions did not come true.

It has already been mentioned about the strong connection to
reality as a characteristic feature of this war drama. This can also be seen
in the episode when, after successfully repelling an enemy attack, an
officer from the headquarters comes to the defenders of the airport and
scolds them for “violating the peace agreements”, that is, the courage
and persistence of cyborgs were not always appreciated by the higher
command. This also shows the conceptual mismatch between the imag-
inary and the real: the concept of “anti-terrorist operation” (ATO) and
the concept of “war”. By the way, many soldiers mistook Oleh Drach
in the role of an officer for the Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces of
Ukraine Viktor Muzhenko - both due to the external similarity and
due to the skillfully played role.

Serpen dies from a sniper’s bullet in the finale. The spectator has
managed to become close to this character, so there is not only empathy,
but also an internal protest against this loss.

[7] V. Zhdanov, Meni vypalo shchastya vyslovyty svoyi
dumky (I was lucky enough to express my thoughts],
“Kino-Teatr” 2018, no. 2(136), p. 8.
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On the occasion of the release of the film, the group “Cyborgs” and
the fund “Come Back Alive” organized the initiative #THe6argy>xuit!
(#YaNebaiduzhyi [I am not different]). Five hryvnias from each ticket
purchased for the film are transferred to help the families of those killed
in the battles for the Donetsk airport. The film was highly appreciated
by audiences - it became the Ukrainian record holder of domestic film
distribution during the period of independent Ukraine. Its four-episode
version was broadcast on ICTV on February 20, 2019. Viewers are still
interested in the film even five years after its release: one Ukrainian
student expressed his belief that future generations will watch it:

The film Cyborgs has a symbolic meaning for me because it raises topics that
make citizens more aware. I consider the war in Donbas a national tragedy
because many of our people died, and they are not even mentioned. I thank
the director for this film because it is really important. Over the years, it will
acquire its relevance, and I am sure it will appear in history textbooks.[8]

The film was acquired by foreign distributors. On March 14, 2018,
it was released in the USA, Canada and a number of European countries.
International distribution started with the premiere in Washington: the
film was shown in the US Congress as a part of the discussion “Russian
hybrid war against Ukraine. A global response to a global threat”.

“When we were presenting Cyborgs, said Akhtem Seitablaiev,
there was a period when we visited about 15 or 20 countries. The film
was shown, for example, at the Parliamentary Assembly in Strasbourg,
the NATO headquarters in Brussels, the US Congress, the European
Court of Human Rights, etc. 99% of all the presentations took place
before an important meeting of an international institution. I remember
each of our trips resulted in decisions being made in favor of Ukraine
the following day. Of course, 'm not saying that people, having only
watched Cyborgs, discussed the movie in the next room and voted for
us. Of course, I am still a healthy person. But it also had an impact”’[9]

Therefore, the film was also an ambassador of goodwill because
true art can adequately represent the country on the international stage.

After that, Seitablaiev continued to work in this genre (the mi-
ni-series Volunteer, the film Myrnyi 21). He considers such films to be
his civic duty:

Probably, this is such a stage in my life. I will definitely make a comedy

someday. But now [...] if I have the tools to pick away at the subject, to

constantly hammer in the fact that we must have a strong army, we must
learn to trust ourselves, see the situation more broadly, I must do it.[10]

[8] B. Liberats’kyy, Film fihuruvatyme v pidruch- [10] K. Nekrechaja, R. Halilov, “Ja nie liubliu

nykakh istoriyi [ The film will appear in history text- vojennyje filmy, no postojanno ih snimaju”. Akhtem
books], “Kino-Teatr” 2022, no. 5(163), p. 22. Seitablayev - o voyne, kino i neveroyatnoy dramatur-
[9] A. Seitablaiev, “I try to remind about Crimea in gii jyzni [“I don’t like war movies, but I make them all
each of my films”. The interview was conducted by the time.” Akhtem Seitablaev - about war, movies and
A. Malyshenko, LB, 23.07.2021, https://Ib.ua/world the incredible drama of life], Krym: realii, 22.08.2022,

(accessed: 28.01.2022). https://ru.krymr.com/a/ahtem-seitablayev-ki-


https://lb.ua/world
https://ru.krymr.com/a/ahtem-seitablayev-kino-filmy-ukraina-voyna-intervyu/31999636.html
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In the summer of 2014, at the beginning of the Russian-Ukrain-
ian war, Ukrainian troops successfully liberated our territories from
pro-Russian militants. In order to liberate another settlement, they
came into the small city of Ilovaisk, strategic for the liberation operation,
and took control of part of the city. But from August 9, a significant
number of regular troops of the Russian Federation began to enter
the territory of Ukraine[11] and on August 24, the troops who were in
and around Ilovaisk found themselves surrounded by the enemy. As
a result of the negotiations with the Russian enemy, the terms of leaving
Ilovaisk through the “humanitarian corridor” were agreed upon. But
when the Ukrainian military were breaking out of the encirclement on
the morning of August 28, they were shelled by “Grads” No one was
held accountable for this crime in Russia. The position of the highest
command of the Armed Forces of Ukraine at that time was also ques-
tionable... The battles in Ilovaisk and this tragic breakout from the
encirclement became one of the turning points of the war in Donbas:
the Armed Forces of Ukraine lost the initiative and switched from attack
to defense. This also had negative political consequences: the enemy
encouraged the Ukrainian leadership to conclude the Minsk agreements
within the framework of the tripartite Ukraine-Russia OSCE contact
group with the involvement of representatives of the Russian militants.

These heroic and tragic events are described in the books Ilovaisk
by Yevhen Polozhii (2015), Ilovaisk Diary by Roman Zinenko (2017),
War that Wasn't. Chronicle of Ilovaisk Tragedy by Roman Zinenko (2019),
research on the battles for Ilovaisk by Yaroslav Tynchenko in the mag-
azine “Week UA”. On the fifth anniversary of the Ilovaisk tragedy, on
August 29, 2019, the film Ilovaisk 2014. Donbas Battalion was released.
The author of the screenplay, writer and journalist Mykhailo Brynykh,
emphasized that this is in no way a propaganda film, but undoubtedly
a patriotic one. On the one hand, he wanted no one to have any doubts
what we are fighting for and against whom, and on the other hand, he
did not want to slip into theatrics, and again, into propaganda.

Eighty percent of the film is a reconstruction of real events. Its
creators accomplished a very significant amount of work in just one
year, while movies sometimes take years to shoot. The film was not
supported by the State Cinema of Ukraine; it is independent of the
state, filmed with funds raised by volunteers.

For the script, Mykhailo Brynykh spent two years collecting
memories of these events, asking about the fallen soldiers - 59 soldiers
of the volunteer battalion “Donbas” died in Ilovaisk. This battalion be-
came the main character of the film. In the picture, the space is limited
by the battle, which ended in defeat and heavy losses: Ukrainian soldiers

no-filmy-ukraina-voyna-intervyu/31999636.html [11] On August 13, 2015, a representative of the

(accessed: 22.08.2022).

Central Research Institute of the Armed Forces of
Ukraine stated that more than 4,000 Russian military
personnel took part in the battle for Ilovaisk.
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WAR DRAMA AS A LIVING REALITY 19

were shot, and their equipment was destroyed. Since then, the word
“Ilovaisk’, like “Azovstal” today, echoes with pain in the consciousness
of every Ukrainian, not to mention the families of the victims. Who is
to blame for the fact that the events unfolded in this way is a question
raised in the film in passing (an episode when an officer from the
headquarters, ignoring the dangerous situation, orders the battalion
commanders to hold Ilovaisk without reinforcements).

Each character in the film is based on a real person. Oleh Drach
played Skif (Oleksandr Romanenko), Ukrainian-born Canadian Istan
Rozumnyi played Franko (Marko Poslavskyi), Yevhen Lamakh played
Samoliot (Vadym Antonov), Oleksandr Mavrits played Shults (Ser-
hii Shkarivskyi), Serhii Solopai played Usach (Yevhenii Telnov). And
Yevhenii Nikitchenko, with the call sign Quentin, was played by Ruslan
Sokilnyk. The actors were trained in a special training camp, and stud-
ied the art of reincarnation and the truth of life. Military equipment
for the film was provided by the “Azov” regiment.

“This is a war movie, so we, the actors, were filmed with real volunteers,

people who fought,” said Istan Rozumnyi, who played Mark Poslavskyi, an
American from New York who came to Ukraine. “We had training - this
done was in order to get used to the role better. It was organized by Ivan
(director Ivan Tymchenko - L.B.), and it was very useful. It is interesting
to work with him on the film set, because he gives the actors freedom, the
opportunity to improvise. A director who chooses a war movie as his first
work is very ambitious. [...] The pseudonym of my character is Franko. He
was a colonel, one of the four commanders of the “Donbas” battalion and,
unfortunately, he died. [...] The guys who fought with him treated him
with great respect. Kind, cheerful, with an excellent sense of humor”’[12]

“They said about Shults that he had no fear at all. He was a brave,
life-loving and ironic person,” said actor Oleksandr Mavrits about his
character Serhii Shkarivskyi.[13]

The film can be conventionally divided into two parts: the first
deals with the battles for Ilovaisk and the shooting of Ukrainian soldiers
when they were breaking out of the encirclement; the second is the
story of Bishut and Tarantino. The viewer is kept in constant suspense
and it is difficult to predict the end.

When, after the reconstruction of the fighting, the authors move
on to the story of Bishut and the ordinary soldier Tarantino, the film
takes on something of an adventure character. Bishut was wounded in
the head in the battle for Ilovaisk and, together with Quentin, who was
wounded in the leg, fell behind their soldiers. Both, looking for salva-
tion, ran into an apartment, the door of which was open. Its resident,

[12] I. Rozumnyy, Hraty tsoho khloptsya bulo vid- [O. Mavrits, an actor from Uzhhorod, shares his im-
povidalno y pochesno [It was responsible and honor- pressions of his role in the film “llovaisk 2014”], Uzhgo-
able to play this guy], “Kino-Teatr” 2019, no. 6(146), rod, 2.08.2019, https://uzhgorod.net.ua/news/140628
pp- 4-5. (accessed: 15.01.2022).

[13] Aktor z Uzhhoroda Oleksandr Mavrits podily-
vsya vrazhennyamy pro rol’ u filmi “llovays’k 2014”


https://uzhgorod.net.ua/news/140628
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go-year-old Petrivna, sheltered them. At any moment, someone could
have come across them and handed them over to the “Kadyrovites” or
local terrorists. The elderly landlady and her young neighbor Svitlana
(Anastasia Renard) took care of the soldiers. It is clear that such a risky
situation could not last long, and the soldiers had to break through to
the Ukrainian soldiers. Bishut found a way out by accident: flipping
through the binders of old newspapers, he came across an acquaintance,
who helped them with fictitious documents. Bishut and Tarantino
broke out of the occupied city. But after learning about them, the city
commandant Valerii Runtsov (Serhii Dzialyk) caught up with them.
And only with the unexpected help of the teacher, as well as endurance
and courage, were both soldiers saved.

Peaceful residents of occupied Ilovaisk also appear in the film.
Svitlana, whose blind father refused to leave his home despite the war,
worked as a secretary in the commandant’s office. She helped Ukrainian
soldiers and bought food. Another character is a teacher of Russian
literature, who was ashamed that all those whom he had taught became
marauders and bandits in one moment, ultimately, in a critical moment,
helped to save Bishut. There are also stories of militants, a commander
of Kadyrov mercenaries, who was looking for a living there, a typical
local “vatnik” who thought about “how khokhly ruined the Soviet
Union’, a clueless Russian drug addict who came to Donbas from Ros-
tov-on-Don in order not to be annoyed by parents.

Ivan Tymchenko combines the acuteness of the events with doc-
umentary, even going so far as to have a real military man appear in
front of the film camera, playing himself. Taras Kostanchuk (Bishut),
a participant in the events, produced the film, aiming to immortalize his
brothers. In the finale, a photo is shown and the names of the battalion’s
fighters who died in the battles for Ilovaisk or died soon after are named.
The task of the picture’s creators was not easy - for the first time to show
a tragedy on the screen - not a victory, but a defeat, and also to depict the
courage of the soldiers. The young but already experienced cameraman
Oleksandr Zemlianyi also helped the debutant director Ivan Tymchenko.

The film tells us about the heroic deeds and self-sacrifice of our
soldiers, evokes emotions and an admiration for the measure of truth.
In reviews, critics noted its tension and clearly placed semantic accents.

This movie is fully developed in the style of a military action
movie. Every single second, one feels the intrigue and unpredictability
of the development of the action. Our blood, pulsating tension and not
sham national resistance are definitely enough here. The filmmakers
successfully managed to combine drama with unstoppable action: ex-
plosions, shootings, car chases on Donbas roads and bloody realistic
battles.[14]

[14] K. Petrenko, Fylm “Pozyvnoy «Banderas»”: ho- 16.10.2018, https://24tv.ua/ru/film_pozyvnoj_ban-
ryachyy detektyv o voyne na Vostoke, kotoromu verysh ~ deras_gorjachij_detektiv_o_vojne_na_vostoke_koto-
[“Call Sign Banderas”: a hot detective story about romu_verish_n1048356 (accessed: 7.01.2022).

the war in the East that you can believe], 24 Kanal,
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For cinematography, which for a long time almost did not func-
tion, it is quite an achievement and even a miracle how quickly and
successfully Ukrainian film directors mastered war drama, and how the
cinematographers Yurii Korol and Oleksandr Zemlyanyi professionally
filmed battles with military equipment and many participants. And if
Akhtem Seitablaiev already had the experience of working with a lot
of extras in Khaitarma, debutant Ivan Tymchenko had to master this
difficult task for the first time.

Zaza Buadze, an experienced director, started to shoot war dra-
ma as well. Having taken up the profession of director while abroad,
he managed to shoot several films in his native Georgia, and since
2008 he has been working in Ukraine. In an interview with Military
Television of Ukraine on January 3, 2019, Buadze, the director of the
film Call Sign “Banderas”, explained why he was interested in the war
in Donbas: for him, this war did not start in 2014, but 27 years ago in
Georgia and he had his own attitude to this war. Call Sign “Banderas”
is exactly the film he wanted to shoot.

The basis of Serhii Dziuba and Artemii Kirsanov’s screenplay is
the diary of a national guard Serhii Bashkov, call sign “Indian’, from
the 93 brigade, and the stories of ATO soldiers.

The beginning of the film is impressive: the local militant Liokha,
under the command of a Russian officer, shoots at the houses of civilians
with a grenade launcher, as well as a minibus in which his compatriots
are traveling, including, as it turns out later, his aunt. There are several
plot lines in the film, but the main plot is about the search for an ene-
my saboteur, Khodok, who was holed up among ATO (Anti-Terrorist
Operation) fighters.

The main character of the film is counter-intelligence captain
Anton Saienko. His nickname is the name of the Spanish actor Antonio
Banderas, although for Ukrainians this surname evokes other associ-
ations related to the person who fought for Ukrainian independence
and became the symbol of its independence. Anton is going to Donbas
to carry out tasks for the General Staff. Together with three scouts, he
arrives at the brigade, where, according to the information received
at the headquarters, there is an enemy saboteur among the Ukrainian
military. They need to find him and neutralize him. Credit should be
given to the actor performing the role of Anton, an actor from Dni-
pros “We believe!” theater Oleh Shulha. He is convincing in the role
of a smart, skillful and shrewd scout. The character with the call sign

“Banderas” is recognizable and true. He is also convincing because Oleh
Shulha previously starred in the film Red by Zaza Buadze, and since
2014 had been fighting at the front. Much later, he revealed the acting
secrets of filming:

Hand-to-hand fighting in Banderas... It was terrible! I was always in-
volved in sports, in the theater - in stage fighting, stage movement. I am
well prepared physically. But the movie fighting became something new
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for me. Especially when my opponent is 20 cm taller and 20 kilograms
heavier than me.

And the final scene. According to the scenario, Liokha stepped on an an-
ti-personnel mine, and it should have exploded. And my character was to
de-mine it with a knife. But have you seen such mines at our front? They
were not used. We have anti-personnel MONKSs, which are placed on
a stretcher, or an electro detonator, or controlled. I told Zaza that it couldn’t
have been the way it was written in the script. So we sat, thought a lot, the
pyrotechnicians suggested something - how the separatists would put some-
thing so that Liokha would stand on the mine, and I would defuse it. And
I suggested: let it be an anti-tank mine that explodes from 150 kilograms.
He won’t know what he stepped on, but I will. And so the final scene was
born. This option is more dramatic in terms of dramaturgy, because Liokha
says goodbye to life, and in a few seconds, he exhales with relief. We seem
to see two different people. If in this way we avoided any nonsense and
improved the film, then and we thank God for this![15]

In Call Sign, commands to local militants are given by Russian
military personnel in well-delivered voices. The executor questions the
expediency of shooting the minibus, and he hears in response: “They
are disguised, Banderovites!”. The Russian military, after every shelling

of the civilian population, shifts the blame to the Ukrainian soldiers,
and Russian television keeps talking about it. Liokha is injured, and
another storyline unfolds. He is being treated by a Ukrainian military
doctor. He is Saienko’s childhood friend and once both were in love with
the same girl. But Saienko left his home, unable to stand the rudeness
of his stepfather. He started a normal life — got a good profession, status.
And his friend was degrading. He says to Saienko: “If you had stayed
here, you would also have been a separatist” Because the residents of
Donbas were forced to live in Russian culture and watch the Russian
“ZombieTube”

The search for the saboteur Khodok is unfolding according to
the laws of detective films - it is an equation with many unknowns; the
protagonist follows the path of trial and error until he finally discov-
ers the truth, and the criminal appears in all his obviousness. Before
neutralizing him, the protagonist must overcome him in a difficult
fight, because the enemy, although wounded, is alive and dangerous.
The director heightens the tension, as it should be in detective stories.

The film, unfortunately, did not have proper advertising, and
thus no significant success at the box office, but it resonated with critics.
The majority agreed that Call Sign keeps the viewer in suspense and
raises important issues:

It shows the frontline hell that we do not see, thanks to such Banderas. It
shows how Ukrainian soldiers see the war, as well as local people who were

[15] K. Stulen, Aktor-ATOVETS’ Oleh Shul’ha “Ban- the election with it and beat over the heads: “Don’t vote
deras”: Khochu zdobuty “Oskara”, pryyty z nym na for actors!”], Novynarnia, 12.11.2020, https://novynar-
vybory i byty po holovah [O. Shulha, actor and ATO nia.com/2020/11/12/0leh-shulga/ (accessed: 2.01.2022).
veteran, “Banderas™ I want to win an Oscar, come to
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bamboozled by “ZombieTube”, and separatist traitors. And the main thing:
it shows why it turned out that way and how it can be in the future [...]
We already know a lot about the brutality and stupidity of local recruits in
the “militia” and the meanness of the separatists. But do we know of cases
when the fanatics of the pseudo-republic realized their mistake and tried
to atone for their guilt by overcoming self-loathing?! Is it real? And can
there be a war without it?[16]

The directors were assisted by the General Staff of the Armed
Forces of Ukraine: fighters of the 57** Motorized Infantry Brigade, ca-
dets of the Odessa Military Academy, and veterans of the ATO took part
in the filming. Banderas was honored at the I Filmmaker International
Film Festival in Girona (Spain).

In 2020, the film Mother of the Apostles by Zaza Buadze, written
by Ratkha Makaienkova and Zaza Buadze, who had already become
a member of the European Film Academy by that time, was released.
It was filmed by cameraman Oleksandr Zemlianyi, with music com-
posed by Roman Hryhoriv and Illia Rozumeiko. Thanks to them and
Natalia Polovynka, who sang in the film, music became one of the
characters. Natalia Polovynka, Bohdan Beniuk, Oleksandr Pozharskyi,
Serhii Derevianko, Stanislav Shchokin are in the main roles. The studio
is Zolote Runo, and the producer Dmytro Ovechkin.

The genre affiliation of Mother of the Apostles to war drama is
obvious: the film is made on the confrontation of the parties, shown
clearly and in detail, and the final battle scene is a classic example of
this genre. In the previous film, Zaza Buadze showed himself to be
a master of screen battles, and this time, the battle between the Rus-
sian aggressors and Ukrainian fighters is staged dynamically, reliably
and with a high degree of tension. But at the center of the story is
not a soldier, not a commander, not an ordinary soldier, but a wom-
an; moreover, she has a peaceful profession belonging to the spiritual
sphere. Sofiia Kulyk is a folklorist and performer of rare, little-known
songs and spiritual chants. Her son is a military pilot. While carrying
out the task of delivering humanitarian cargo, the plane he was piloting
is shot down on occupied territory. The mother’s search for her pilot
son on the territory of Donbas which is not controlled by Ukraine, full
of hope that he is alive, becomes the main plot line. But the picture is
not only about Sofiia Petrivna: this woman personifies those mothers
who saved our soldiers and who lost their sons in the war.

The director raised the theme of the mother to an emotional and
artistic height. Her search and rescue of Ukrainian soldiers forms the
core of the drama - it is clearly structured, tense and sharp. The basis
is again a real story, when in 2014, a Ukrainian transport plane which
was supplying food to the fighters was shot down in Donbas. The guys
who were there had to eject and survive. In the film, Sofiia Petrivna,
having seen this message on TV, goes to the east to look for her pilot

[16] K. Petrenko, op. cit.
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son. She finds the young men, one of them was in the hospital under
guard. And with the help of a man she meets on the way to Donbas,
Sofiia manages to save him. Indeed, she is helped by the people she was
brought together with by fate. A Ukrainian scout, who was among the
separatists, helps her as well. She witnesses the massacre of civilians
by the Russian military Orc.

The image of the mother becomes the center of this dramatic film.
The actress does not try to follow the dynamics of the action, but rather
leads the dramatic arc, transforming her character from an individual
story into an archetype. It is no coincidence that her profession and
vocation is folklore, and she relies on ancient spiritual chants as roots
that nourish and guide her. [...] The performance of Natalia Polovynka
from Lviv, who is originally from Vinnytsia region and has devoted
a significant part of her life to researching and interpreting ancient
Ukrainian chants, is a good reason to go to the movies.[17]

This critic Kateryna Slipchenko reminds us that the authors,
thanks to the precisely chosen performer of the main role, went beyond
the canons of the military drama and managed to enrich it.

As the director, Zaza Buadze, said:

I started working on the film unexpectedly, when there was such an over-
abundance of script material that we could no longer deal with. The authors
tried to include so many parallel lines in it that it was already unclear who
the film was about. Together, we rejected seven or nine options, but the
script was still endless. Then I turned to the producers and my colleague
Ratkha Makeienkova: “Give me three days to rewrite everything at my own
discretion. If it doesn’t work, let it be, but it’s worth a try”. T assumed that
we didn’t have a plot that could be explained in one sentence. Why was
this important? God created the world as an exciting story. And despite
any deviations, cinema stubbornly returns to a simple, well-told story,
relatively speaking, to Homer and Aristotle. The artist gave mankind the
“Iliad” and the “Odyssey”, the logician proved that a work of fiction should
have a beginning, middle and end. That is why, while welcoming the most
daring experiments in cinema, I believe that we in Ukraine today must
speak about our own things, and in a language familiar to the audience.
We have plenty of problems and collisions that bring suffering to people,
and all of them can become material for cinematography of the highest
level, giving emotions of considerable tension.
The most striking line we had was the story of a mother - Sofiia Kulyk, who
goes to the occupied, hostile territory to find her son from a plane shot
down by mercenaries. And what is this, if not the situation of Orpheus
descending into hell? So when I freed the plot from extraneous themes,
everything fell into place. After all, the myth not only reveals the eerie
meaning of today’s events, it even sets the mandatory types on the hero’s
path - a guide, a mentor, an anti-hero.[18]

[17] K. Slipchenko, “The Mother of Apostles”™: between 18] Z. Buadze, Bulo davnye bazhannya znyaty

drama and action movie, Zaxid, 3.12.2020, https://zax-  film pro zhinku [There was a long-standing desire to

id.net/statti_tags0974/ (accessed: 18.01.2022). make a movie about a woman], “Kino-Teatr” 2021,
no. 2(154), p. 26.
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Subtext is highly valued in a work of art. In Mother of the Apostles,
itis read as the presence of God’s providence, which helps Sofiia Petriv-
na to save the crew. She is helped by the fact that there are still people
in Donbas who still show signs of faith. On the contrary, the mind of
the Russian mercenary Orc is clouded by anesthesia of power, and he
has nothing left but the thirst to kill — the actor Stanislav Shchokin
conveys this very accurately. The difference between the desire to save
and the desire to destroy people was very strong in the film. The critic
Oleksandr Sakva emphasized it thus:

In Mother of the Apostles, the spiritual song to which Sofiia Kulyk refers has
nothing to do with the songs sung by residents of the occupied territories.
We know it a priori, and we know it from experience. Our songs and theirs
are different! And this watershed is for an immeasurably indefinite time!
Because until the Russians, who rule that land, eradicate the imperial code
of invaders and enslavers from their mentality, there can be no question
of any human unity: here the limit of desires is peaceful coexistence.[19]

Zaza Buadze replied:

The horror is that the mental difference of people on both sides of the de-
marcation line really divides Ukraine irreparably. The occupied territory
is now a poisoned land. This is not a reason for arrogance for the residents
of the “mainland” country, but this situation should give rise to a desire
to act immediately.[20]

The film-making group of professionals worked on the film har-
moniously, which gave a significant result and wide recognition.

“In addition to director Zaza Buadze — Natalia Polovynka spoke
at a meeting with the audience in Vinnytsia — I worked with cinematog-
rapher Oleksandr Zemlianyi. They went through a very powerful film
school and with this film pushed me to the world stage, which should
be a perspective for both actors and Ukrainian cinema.”[21]

In the space of two years, the film won more than 60 awards at
international film festivals in many countries of the world, which is
an absolute record for Ukrainian cinema. The lead actress aptly said
about the importance of these awards: “I am very happy about the
victories of the film because every prize of our film is a step towards
victory in this war. The war is on all fronts and the invisible fronts are
even more decisive than the visible ones. A war with weapons is simply
a manifested reality”’[22]

The situation in Ukraine requires a cinematic hero who would in-
spire and be worth emulating. The movie Mother of Apostles responded

[19] Ibidem. “The Mother of Apostles™], Your city, no date, https://
[20] Ibidem. tvoemisto.tv/exclusive/stalosya_shchos_bilshe_nizh_
[21] R. Tyshchenko-Lamanskyi, “Stalosya shchos’ kino_natalya_polovynka_pro_zyomky_filmu_maty_
bilshe, nizh kino”. Natalya Polovynka pro zyomky apostoliv_125416.html (accessed: 20.10.2022).

filmu ,Maty Apostoliv” [ “Something more than a mov-  [22] Ibidem.
ie happened”. Natalia Polovynka about the filming of


https://tvoemisto.tv/exclusive/stalosya_shchos_bilshe_nizh_kino_natalya_polovynka_pro_zyomky_filmu_maty_apostoliv_125416.html
https://tvoemisto.tv/exclusive/stalosya_shchos_bilshe_nizh_kino_natalya_polovynka_pro_zyomky_filmu_maty_apostoliv_125416.html
https://tvoemisto.tv/exclusive/stalosya_shchos_bilshe_nizh_kino_natalya_polovynka_pro_zyomky_filmu_maty_apostoliv_125416.html
https://tvoemisto.tv/exclusive/stalosya_shchos_bilshe_nizh_kino_natalya_polovynka_pro_zyomky_filmu_maty_apostoliv_125416.html
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to this request. The heroine is a woman, and her fearlessness and the
way she is not afraid to talk to the locals prove it.

For all the clarity of the story, the film allows each viewer to find
what they think is most important. The drama demanded an apotheosis
in the ending, but it did not become pathetic, because the pain of the
mother who finds his grave instead of her son is too strong. That’s why
the character of Sofiia was emphasized — she managed to save three
young men. The image was based on the purification of everyday life,
which was cautious but steady.

On August 24, 2022, on the Independence Day of Ukraine, under
martial law, Marian Bushan’s film Sniper. The White Raven was released.
It is a reflection on the course of the Russian-Ukrainian war of 2014,
which has now become a bloody wound all over Ukraine.

The beginning of the film is domestic in its nature — we see an
ordinary and, at the same time, unusual young couple, who refused
the benefits of civilization. The protagonist is a paradoxical one: at the
beginning, he is a peace-loving math teacher, an ecologist who lives
near Horlivka in Donbas and teaches at a school. A capable teacher,
he loves his profession, but not all is well: among the students there
is someone who expresses an aggressive attitude towards his Ukrain-
ian language and his beliefs. Mykola (Pavlo Aldoshyn) loves his wife
(Maryna Koshkina), who is expecting a child, they live in a “hole” that
he built from industrial waste and managed to establish a life.

The enemy breaks into this well-established peaceful life, kills
his wife and burns down his home. After a smooth flow, an abrupt
and tragic drama begins, and followed by the war story of the protag-
onist Mykola Voronenko. Mykola joins the Ukrainian army and, after
persistent training, becomes a skilled sniper, where his mathematical
talent and ability to quickly calculate the distance to the target to be
neutralized comes in handy. The character’s evolution is determined
by the events of the war.

Once again, as in previous films, the director (he is also the
co-writer of the screenplay) uses real events as a basis, and the pro-
totype of his character, a mathematician and ecologist, a graduate of
the National University of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy, Mykola Voronin, is
the other co-writer. This image was masterfully embodied by the actor
Pavlo Aldoshyn, who is currently fighting at the front.

Sniper. The White Raven had a limited release in Latvia, Lithua-
nia, Estonia and the USA before its screening in Ukraine. Recognized
international publications praised the film.

“The Los Angeles Times” emphasized the relevance and signif-
icance of the film. “Like many other movies trailing a lone gunslinger,
“Sniper. The White Raven” builds to a tense face-off, which for our
hero comes to represent a small measure of justice. The story’s begin-
ning in such a tranquil place makes its ultimate devotion to vengeance
somewhat difficult to comprehend - though, one might argue, so is
an imperialist war”
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“The New York Times” noted the director’s mastery in combining
genres: “Bushan employs different styles throughout the film, revealing
a knack for dynamic action that his more low-key first half-hour doesn’t
suggest. He delivers the goods for anyone looking for an intense war
movie - but he doesn’t let the shooting start until everyone understands
the stakes.[23]

When the film crew finished shooting The Raven in 2020, they
could not have imagined that the footage shot in winter would turn
out to be prophetic, that February 24, 2022 would change the life
of every Ukrainian, dividing it into “before” and “after” The film
reminds us that the war knocked on peaceful Ukrainian homes eight
years ago, and all this time Ukrainian soldiers have been bravely
defending their homeland, just like the film’s protagonist, sniper
Mykola Voronenko.

There are wars of aggression waged by countries whose rulers ~ Summary
want to seize other people’s lands under false pretenses, destroy the
population and their material possessions. And there are just wars,
when people defend their homeland without sparing their lives. There
is such a thing as the strength of spirit, against which there are no
weapons and against which evil and hatred are powerless. Ukraine
has been a battlefield for centuries, and in the early twentieth century
it was occupied by the Russian Bolsheviks. The Russian empire, which
collapsed for the second time in 1991, proved resilient and resumed its
military aggression, first in the Caucasus and since 2014 in Ukraine.
These actions of the invader have been tempering the will and courage
of Ukrainian patriots for eight years, including the filmmakers, who
recorded historical events and continue to do so in documentaries
and feature films.

Ukrainian filmmakers had to master a new genre, war drama,
and involve other genres such as detective stories and even adventure
films in their war stories. Some of them use archetypes in their sto-
rytelling, and in such films you can read eternal themes and conflicts.
We must pay tribute to the directing and cinematography skills, and
the artists’ indifference to the stories they have chosen. The filmmak-
ers did not repeat existing models, because Ukrainian war drama is
not a game of war, but the truth of war. They were aware of national
heroism when the armed forces, the territorial defense forces, and
volunteers stood up to defend Ukraine for those for whom the slogans
“Glory to Ukraine! Glory to the Heroes!” have a sacred meaning. That
is why the films in question have rejuvenated the genre, bringing into
it the living spirit of current events that Ukraine has been experiencing
since 2014.

Translation: Olga Grabar

[23] Cited by I. Marichka, “Suayper. Bilyy voron” - tse  of revenge], Lvivska Poshta, 24.08.2022, https://www.
istoriya pomsty [ “Sniper. The White Raven” is a story lvivpost.net/kultura/n/48719 (accessed: 20.08.2022).
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The article discusses cinematic depopulation, the strategy of appropriation of the colonized by the
colonizer widely used in the Soviet and post-Soviet cinema made in Ukraine and Russia and, until now,
never analyzed in academic literature. The cinematic depopulation is a mode of filmic representa-
tion whereby a given ethnoscape (Ukraine) is cleansed of its national community (Ukrainians) and
instead is populated by the colonizer (Russians) as if it were an integral part of his historical territory.
As a form of cultural imperialism, this strategy has, until quite recently, been widely used in both
Soviet and post-Soviet Russian and Ukrainian filmmaking to promote the idea of Ukraine conceivable
outside of and without the Ukrainian language, culture, and other attributes of Ukrainian identity.

KEYwoORDS: cinematic depopulation, cultural imperialism, hybrid war, Ukrainian film, Russian film

The Ukrainian cultural revival and the growth of national
self-awareness in the 1920s introduced new topoi into literature, arts,
and other spheres of artistic expression. Writers whose imagination
was until then limited to village life, history, and folklore discovered
modernity and the city. The modern city as a new locus of Ukrainian
culture, initially more imagined than real, emerges as an important
theme in fiction, poetry, theater, painting, sculpture, and architecture.
“[...] city is not simply a theme or a topos, or a type of landscape, ar-
gues Solomiia Pavlychko. The city is the symbol of a particular type of
mentality inherent both in the author and his character. This mentality
is fairly refined, formed by the library, not nature; it experienced phil-
osophical doubts, disappointments, the pain of loneliness, alienation,
and internal disharmony. In the Ukrainian literature with its fixation
on the people, the natural rural person, the reorientation toward the
city occurred in a particularly slow and uncertain manner. The city
had always been hostile to the Ukrainians linguistically and socially”[2]

In contrast to the literature, Ukrainian filmmaking quickly dis-
covered the city and, without much hesitation, started colonizing it.
For the first time ever, the viewer encounters Ukrainian characters
residing outside the colonial reservation of the village, characters which
populate the urban space in such film genres as political detective
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(Ukrasia, 1925, directed by Piotr Chardynin, Agent Provocateur (In the
Web), 1926, directed by Viktor Tiurin, PKP (Pitsudski Bought Petliura),
1926, directed by Heorhii Stabovy, The Blue Package, 1926, directed
by Favst Lopatynsky, The Diplomatic Pouch 1927, directed by Olek-
sander Dovzhenko), social drama (The Arrest Warrant, 1927, directed
by Heorhii Tasin, On the Wrong Road, Ukr. Ne podorozi, directed by
Marko Tereshchenko, 1929, The Museum Guardian, 1930, directed by
Borys Tiahno), comedy (Vasia the Reformer, 1926 and Love Berry, 1926,
both directed by Oleksander Dovzhenko, Self-Seeker, 1929, directed by
Mykola Shpykovsky), psychological drama (Two Days, 1927, directed by
Heorhii Stabovy, The Night Coachman, 1928, directed by Heorhii Tasin),
melodrama (A Pilot and a Girl, 1929, directed by Oleksander Perehuda),
industrial drama (Explosion, 1927, directed by Panteleimon Sazonov,
Boryslav Is Laughing, 1927, directed by Pavlo Nechesa, Fresh Wind, 1927,
directed by Heorhii Stabovoi, The Wind from the Rapids, 1930, directed
by Ivan Kavaleridze, The Italian, 1931, directed by Leonid Lukov, The
Mine (Donbas), 1931, directed by Oleksii Kapler,[3] Ivan, 1932, directed
by Oleksander Dovzhenko, The Hegemon, 1931 directed by Mykola
Shpykovsky), action movies (A Man from the Forest, 1928, directed by
Heorhii Stabovoi, The Storm, 1928, directed by Pavlo Dolyna), docu-
mentary films (The Eleventh Year, 1928, Man with a Movie Camera, 1929,
The Symphony of Donbas (Enthusiasm), 1931, all three directed by Dzyga
Vertov, In Spring 1929, directed by Mikhail Kaufman).[4] Those and other
films radically expanded the mental topography of the Ukrainian iden-
tity into the areas that had been oft-limits to it. Early Soviet Ukrainian
filmmaking settled Ukraine’s past and present with Ukrainian characters
that viewers finally found it possible to identify with.

Starting with the first Ukrainian “talking” movie Ivan (1932) by
Oleksander Dovzhenko, Ukrainian became the language of cinema.
The director ruptured the colonial association of Ukrainian identity
exclusively with rural culture by expanding the sphere of Ukrainian
language use to include the entire society: workers, technical and uni-
versity intelligentsia, and Communist Party functionaries. He linked
Ukrainian with industrialization and progress, with the future, while
Russian becomes a symbol of a narrow bourgeois mindset, reaction,
and the capitalist past in Ivan. Instead of regarding nation and social
class as irreconcilably antagonistic, Dovzhenko synthesized them as
mutually complementary traits of a new socialist Ukrainian nation. This
synthesis of the national and the social is evident in the revolutionary
fighter Tymish, the protagonist of Dovzhenko’s war drama Arsenal.
Such a vision of the Ukrainian people that was in the process of decol-
onization dramatically clashed with the Russian imperial stereotypes
of Ukrainians as only rural, provincial, folkloric, and therefore anti-

[3] L. Hoseijko, Istoriia ukrainskoho kinematohrafa, [4] Short descriptions of these films can be found

Kyiv 2005, p. 70.

in V.N. Myslavsky, Faktograficheskaia istoriia kino
v Ukraine. 1890-1930, vol. 1, Kharkov 2016.
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thetical to modernity. The Russian imperial mind viewed Ukrainians
as (1) simply a variety of Great Russian people, the so-called Little
Russians, (2) avowed enemies of the empire, treasonous and two-faced
mazepists, or (3) the faceless human material without a history, culture,
and language, which was traditionally referred to by the racist slur
khokhols.[5] In other words, Ukrainians were allowed to exist either as
indistinguishable from Russians or as a collectivity vested with traits
that made them unattractive and incapable of competing with Russians
for prestige and social stature, much like the village culture cannot
compete with the culture of the city.

The three stereotypes of Ukrainians widespread in the Russian
Empire in the 19" century and described by Andreas Kappeler are very
much alive in both Russian and Ukrainian cinema today. Irene Makaryk
writes of the limitations imposed on Ukrainian theater productions in
the late 19" and early 20" centuries by Russian censorship and designed
to strengthen the association of Ukrainian identity exclusively with the
village, folklore, and museum, the association that has until recently
persisted in the Ukrainian collective consciousness.[6] Ukrainian mod-
ernists in literature, theater, and filmmaking like the celebrated theater
director Les Kurbas, were acutely aware of and resented the fact that

“Ukrainian theater had been either banned outright or deliberately pro-
vincialized: the repertoire, language and even roles had been imposed
by censors to reflect a Russian image of Ukraine”’(7]

This essay aims to explore a specific mechanism of the discursive ~ Three modes
appropriation of the colony by the colonizer when the cinematic topog-  of cinematic
raphy, the ethnoscape, of a given nation is separated from its national ~ representation
community on the silver screen, gets populated by the colonizer, and  of Ukrainians
then presented as his own territory.

Describing the Soviet genocide of the Ukrainian people in the
late 1920s and early 1930s, Rafael Lemkin argues that it consisted of
four prongs: (1) the blow to the nations head, i. e. the destruction of
the Ukrainian political, intellectual, and cultural elites; (2) the blow to
the heart of the nation, i. e. the destruction of independent Ukrain-
ian spiritual life, primarily the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox
Church; (3) the blow to the body of the nation, the murder by a man-
made famine (the Holodomor) of millions of Ukrainian peasants, the
primary carriers of the national culture, and (4) the settling of the
depopulated areas of Ukraine with Russians.[8] Something similar to

[5] A. Kappeler, Mazepintsy, Malorosy, Khokhly: [7] M. Shkandrij, Modernists, Marxists, and the
Ukrainians in the Ethnic Hierarchy of the Russian Em-  Nation. Ukrainian Literary Discussion of the 1920s,
pire, [in:] Culture, Nation, and Identity. The Ukraini- Edmonton 1992, p. 173.

an-Russian Encounter (1600-1945), eds. A. Kappeler [8] R. Lemkin, Soviet Genocide in Ukraine, [in:] The
et al., Edmonton 2003, pp. 162-181. Holodomor Reader. A Sourcebook on the Famine of
[6] LR. Makaryk, Shakespeare in the Undiscovered 1932-33 in Ukraine, eds. B. Klid, A. Motyl, Edmonton
Bourn. Les Kurbas, Ukrainian Modernism, and Early 2012, pp. 80-81.

Soviet Cultural Politics, Toronto 2004, pp. 10-14.
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the fourth prong of the genocide was unfolding since the early 1930s
in Soviet films about Ukraine, when Ukrainian cities and even villages
were “cleansed” of Ukrainian and “settled” with Russian characters, thus
becoming a territory alien to Ukrainians.

Analyzing how the image of the nation is created in film, Antho-
ny Smith stresses the importance of the national ethnoscape for the way
modern nations see and imagine themselves. [The nation’s] “territory
mirrors the ethnic community and is historicized by the communal
events and processes whose relics and monuments dot its landscape so
that the land comes to belong to a people in the same way as the people
belong to a particular land—creating an ancestral ‘homeland”’[9] The
connectedness of the people to their ancestral land is a central topos
in early Ukrainian Soviet films. In such particularly important films
as Oleksander Dovzhenko’s Zvenyhora, Arsenal, Earth (sic!), and Ivan,
this connectedness is their central philosophical idea.[10]

The end of the indigenization policies and the repression of an
independent Ukrainian identity gave rise to new forms of Russian
cultural imperialism. Soviet censorship introduced rules that limited
the topics of Ukrainian movies and the way Ukrainians were allowed
to be portrayed on the screen. According to Joshua First, from 1934 and
on, the folkloric mode of representation of the nation became dominant
in Soviet films. Under a Stalinist mode of ‘national representation, the
landscapes and peoples of the Soviet periphery achieved recognition
as unique within a folkloric visual vocabulary, replete with costumes,
dancing peasants, and other evidence of ‘national color’[11] During
the period of the Thaw, the folkloric mode was supplemented by the
ethnographic mode. “It highlighted visual style and circular narration,
and the human subject exists within the landscape, unable to stand
apart from it”[12]

There was also a third mode of representation of Ukrainians in
Soviet film that until now has remained unnoticed both by film scholars
and the wider viewership, despite the fact that it gained great currency
among Soviet and even post-Soviet filmmakers. This mode is the cine-
matic depopulation of the Ukrainian ethnoscape, a discursive rupture
between the nation and its ancestral homeland. To appreciate exactly
how this representational mode works and its teleology, one needs to
consider the role Russian culture and literature in particular has played
in Russia’s imperial expansion over centuries. The military capture of
new territories and the suppression of their indigenous population,
whether Ukrainians, Belarusians, Chechens, Poles, etc., was invariably
followed by their discursive colonization. Russian literature represented
by such figures as Derzhavin, Pushkin, Lermontov, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky,

[9] A. Smith, Iinages of the Nation. Cinema, Art and Na- ~ [11] J. First, Ukrainian Cinema. Belonging and Identity
tional Identity, [in:] Cinema and Nation, eds. M. Hjort, During the Soviet Thaw, London - New York 2015,

S. MacKenzie, London - New York 2000, p. 50. p. 15.

[10] G.O. Liber, Alexander Dovzhenko. A Life in Soviet  [12] Ibidem, p. 79.

Film, London 2002, pp. 85-113.
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and later on, including Solzhenitsyn, Rasputin, and many other impor-
tant writers have consistently acted as apologists of Russian imperialism,
presenting imperial land grabs as a natural process of expansion that
is beneficial for indigenous peoples and the captured territories as
devoid of the indigenous population, which either disappears without
a trace in the imperial narrative or has no culture, language or voice of
its own. The Russian colonizer speaks for and about it. Russia’s greatest
eighteenth-century poet, Gavrila Derzhavin, sets the tonality for his
literary successors in the glorification of Russian imperialism, saying
“We need no allies. What use alliances? Take a step, O Russia, one step
more, and the universe is yours!”[13]

Ewa Thompson observes that: “In the Russian case, territorial
conquests were followed by incorporation into Russia or imposition
of governments subservient to Russian interests. Russian literature
mediated this process by imposing on the conquered territories a nar-
rative of Russian presence that elbowed out native concerns and the
native story. [...] Russian writers abetted the power of the center so as
to prevent the periphery from speaking in its own voice and conveying
its own experience as narrative subject rather than an attachment to
the center”[14] Thompson offers a detailed analysis of how in the works
of Russian writers the indigenous nations of the empire are “erased”
and if they do appear then only as such that are on the “threshold of
Russification”. These nations’ ancestral territories are described as if
they were Russian and are discursively cleansed from the colonized
and appropriated by the colonizer.[15]

Ukrainians and their historical lands were all too often treated =~ What is cinematic
in a similar manner on the Soviet silver screen. Presenting Ukraine as  depopulation
devoid of its indigenous population, Soviet cinema thus does not so
much describe Ukraine as ascribe it a fictitious Russianness. The cine-
matic depopulation consists in representing Ukraine on screen, its cities,
and even villages without its indigenous nation, without Ukrainians.

Instead, the viewer sees Russians or Russified Ukrainians in national
garb. The depopulation of colonies is a representational mode highly
typical of Soviet cinema. It can be argued that Sergei Eisenstein’s cel-
ebrated Battleship Potemkin (1925) is an early exemplar of this mode.
The action takes place in two venues: on board the Battleship Potem-
kin and in the Ukrainian city of Odesa, treated as part of Russia. The
first intertitle stakes out the topography of the story in no uncertain
terms: “The spirit of revolution soared over the Russian land [...][16]
There are some hints of the Ukrainian identity of some protagonists,

[13] M. Shkandrij, Russia and Ukraine. Literature and ~ [15] Ibidem, pp. 132-138.

the Discourse of Empire from Napoleonic to Postcoloni-  [16] https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aiU8cimjJ-
al Times, Montreal — Kingston 2001, p. 9. SA, 1:05”.

[14] E. Thompson, Imperial Knowledge. Russian

Literature and Colonialism, Westport, CT - London

2000, pp. 1-2.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aiU8c1mjJSA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aiU8c1mjJSA

[17] - O6upenacy?
- Kro?
- Mapyca?
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like the recognizably Ukrainian names of the sailors Vakulinchuk and
Matiushenko, but they appear as part of the “rebellious workers of all
Russia’, as suggested by another intertitle.

The mode of cinematographic depopulation became something
of a canon for Soviet filmmaking in its portrayal of ethnic territories
as early as in the 1930s. The so-called “Ukrainian movies” by the in-
fluential Russian director Ivan Pyriev The Rich Bride (1937), and Trac-
tor Drivers (1939) best exemplify it. The stories of both unfold in the
Ukrainian countryside. The Ukrainians in both are more decorative
than in essence. They sport Ukrainian names pronounced the Russian
way: Marinka Lukash, Pavlo Zgara, Mariana Bazhan, Klim Yarko, Nazar
Duma, et al. They sometimes wear Ukrainian embroidered shirts. These
characters are colonial stereotypes of Ukrainians or Little Russians,
people that in essence do not differ from Great Russians. They are
in fact Russians who are paid to pretend they are Ukrainians. They
are the Soviet equivalent of blackface, a racialized representation of
black people by white actors first in American minstrel shows and
later in movies from the 1830s until the mid-20™ century. Ukrainian
characters in such movies speak Russian which is sparingly peppered
with Ukrainian exoticisms that do not prevent the viewer who has
no command of Ukrainian from understanding the dialogue. These
Ukrainianisms are always phonetically Russified so that the voiced
/v/ before a voiceless consonant becomes voiceless and is pronounced
as /f/ instead of a short non-syllable-forming vowel /w/ (difchina in-
stead of diwchyna). Consonants are palatalized before the vowel /e/,
soft voiceless /ts/ hardens (trieba instead of treba, khlopiets instead of
khlopets’). The Ukrainian voiced velar /h/ is replaced with the Russian
plosive /g/ (garnyi instead of harnyi). As a result, such Orientalized
speech sounds like a caricature of the Russian literary norm and pre-
sents those who speak it as poorly educated and primitive yokels
who are unable to speak correct Russian. A typical instance of such
a linguistic representation of Ukrainians is the popular Soviet comedy
Maksim Perepelitsa (1956), directed by Anatolii Granik and produced
at the Lenfilm Studios.[17]

These and other carefully selected lexical exoticisms substitute
the language of the colonized that is already dead, having merged
with Russian. The presentation of the Ukrainian language in films
as such that differs little from Russian is based on the imperial myth
that Ukrainian is not a separate language but merely a “southwestern
dialect of Russian”, just as Ukrainians are not a separate nation but
a mere variety of Russians. The myth about the mutual intelligibility

- Ipubmxnt? OHa elje po rapOyssl y3HAET.
- ITa oTKyna oHa y3Haet? |[...]
- Hy wo TteiM guByaTam Hago? Tbl mopusuch Ha

— Ta yi o1 Mapycn He 3HaeIb. 3aIININIIA, K Muxony. raprH?[, SAK HaMaboBaHbIi. C /INMIla TOIbKO
IIKBapKa 1 Bce. 3apa3 IpUOVIKNT. BOZLY MOYXHO IINTb. A OHa eMy I'apOys3a!
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between Russian and Ukrainian continues to be propagated not only
by the Kremlin media but in some academic publications as well.[18]
The assertion that Ukrainians as a nation do not exist, that they are
“zombified and spiritually sick Russians’, is the logical product of the
view which the Soviet movies expressed in a hidden and implied way in
the Stalinist era and is spread by the Russian propaganda nowadays.[19]

It is not by chance but on purpose that the leading parts in
Pyriev’s “Ukrainian” movies are played by such iconic Russian actors
as Marina Ladynina, Nikolai Kriuchkov and Boris Andreev. The wid-
er imperial context within which the discursive appropriation of the
colonized by the colonizer was everyday practice ensured these and
other “ethnic” Soviet movies a particular kind of reception by viewers
and critics alike. The fact that Ukrainian characters are played not by
any Russian actors but by film stars who were icons of the Russian
identity caused neither objections nor cognitive dissonance in Soviet
and post-Soviet viewers’ minds.

There are two varieties of cinematic depopulation: (1) partial  Partial and complete
depopulation and (2) complete depopulation. A partial cinematic de- depopulation
population is affected when a Ukrainian ethnoscape is settled with char-
acters who pretend to be Ukrainian but have precious little Ukrainian
about them. They always speak Russian with an occasional Ukrainian
word. Even though they may have a recognizably Ukrainian name and
wear a Ukrainian embroidered shirt, they are colonial caricatures that
a Ukrainian viewer cannot identify with and wants no part of. Often
these Ukrainians are infantilized. They create an image of Ukrainians
that is devoid of prestige and symbolic capital; Ukrainians that are rid-
iculed, pitied, or even disdained by the viewers rather than celebrated.

A complete cinematic depopulation takes place when Ukraine, its
cities, and villages are presented as populated only by Russian charac-
ters with no Ukrainians anywhere in sight.

A good example of this is Aleksandr Askoldov’s war drama The
Commissar, made in 1967, immediately shelved as ideologically subver-
sive, theatrically released, and widely praised in 1988. The story takes
place in the Ukrainian City of Berdychiv. Its narrative center is the poor
Jewish family of the Magazinniks, who are forced to take in a Russian
commissar as their tenant. The viewer sees a chain of Russian charac-
ters who speak Russian and Jews who speak Russian as well, though
they pray in Yiddish and Hebrew. The viewer sees no Ukrainians in

[18] K. Maksimtsova, Language Conflicts in Contem- transformed people who call themselves Ukrainians.
porary Estonia, Latvia, and Ukraine. A Comparative And all we can and are obliged to do is take back the
Exploration of Discourses in Post-Soviet Russian-Lan- Russians and what’s Russian, and put a straitjacket
guage Digital Media, Stugart 2019, pp. 121-122. on the political nation,” writes one Dmitriy Popov,
[19] “On the territory of the former Ukrainian SSR, https://www.mk.ru/politics/2022/11/06/pochemu-pu-
there are simply Russians, there are zombified and tin-zagovoril-o-protivostoyanii-vnutri-odnogo-naro-
spiritually sick Russians, and there is an artificially da.html (accessed: 5.12.2022).

created political nation composed of completely


https://www.mk.ru/politics/2022/11/06/pochemu-putin-zagovoril-o-protivostoyanii-vnutri-odnogo-naroda.html
https://www.mk.ru/politics/2022/11/06/pochemu-putin-zagovoril-o-protivostoyanii-vnutri-odnogo-naroda.html
https://www.mk.ru/politics/2022/11/06/pochemu-putin-zagovoril-o-protivostoyanii-vnutri-odnogo-naroda.html
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Askoldov’s Berdychiv. They are only mentioned as bandits, blood-thirsty
nationalists, and anti-Semites. Ukrainians are silent in Commissar,
Russians and Jews speak for them and about them. Ukrainians are
reduced to one convenient imperial stereotype signified by the name
of Ataman Struk, chieftain of a marauding gang, who, using a pair of
tailor’s scissors, first cuts off Magazinnik brother’s beard and then his
head. Ukrainians are allowed to exist in their own homeland only on
the margins so as to create a backdrop against which Jews appear as
helpless victims and Russian occupiers as liberators. Thus, completely
depopulated of its indigenous people, Ukraine appears in Commissar as
a no-man’s land, a trophy that needs to be taken possession of. A Rus-
sian soldier quite in sync with such a view says, “Ukraine will be ours!
Sooner or later, she will be ours!”

Ukraine undergoes cinematic depopulation not only in the
movies made by such Russian film studios as the Mosfilm, Lenfilm, or
Gorky Studios but by the Ukrainian Oleksander Dovzhenko Studios
and Odesa Studios. Their movies shaped the worldview and self-vi-
sion of millions of Soviet, including Ukrainian, viewers. They created
a standard of how the colonized territories were to be represented on
the Soviet screen, a kind of norm of perceiving them so deeply internal-
ized by both filmmakers and those who watched and were influenced
by their films that neither the former nor the latter saw any problem
or lack of verisimilitude in the fact that Russian culture and language
were consistently “ascribed” to Ukraine as its defining feature. Such
a representational mode went hand in hand with the peculiar speech
practice whereby the toponym Ukraine was rarely allowed to be used
in the Soviet official discourse without the attributes “Soviet” or “our
Soviet”, as is exemplified by the title of Oleksander Dovzhenko’s feature
documentary The Battle for Our Soviet Ukraine (1943) or the title of
the main organ of the Ukrainian Communist Party, the newspaper
Soviet Ukraine.[20]

There is a great number of important and popular Soviet mov-
ies with stories placed in a Ukraine completely or partially cleansed
of Ukrainians, their culture, language, sensibilities, history, collective
experiences, memories, and other elements of their national identity.
Partial depopulation means that Ukrainians on screen become a car-
icature, a collection of two-dimensional and primitive clichés created
by the colonizer and imposed upon the colonized. Their identity does
not emanate from the Ukrainians as their shared self-vision and the
values that unite them into a national community. A Ukraine thus
appropriated by the Russian colonizers as their natural territory is
presented as an inseparable part of the Russian living space, quite along
the lines of the old Soviet-era adage “Moscow is the capital, Leningrad

[20] Y. Shevchuk, Linguistic Strategies of Imperial Cultural Map of Europe, eds. L.M.L. Zaleska Ony-
Appropriation. Why Ukraine Is Absent from the World ~ shkevych, M.G. Rewakowicz, Armonk, NY 2009,
Film History, [in:] Contemporary Ukraine on the PP- 359-374-
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is a museum, and Kyiv is the place to live”[21] There are dozens of So-
viet films that use this mode of representation of Ukraine. Some of the
most popular such movies that shaped the worldview of generations
of Soviet moviegoers are: The Young Guard (1948), Maksim Perepelitsa
(1956), Spring on Zerechnaya Street (1957), Evenings at the Homestead
near Dykanka (1961), The Gas Station Queen (1963), The Elusive Aveng-
ers (1966), Wedding in Malinovka and Viy (both 1967), Trembita and
The New Adventurers of the Elusive Avengers (both 1968), TV series
His Excellency’s Aide-de-Camp (1969), Twelve Chairs (1971), Only Aces
Go To Combat, TV series The Old Fortress (both 1973), TV series How
the Steel Was Tempered (1973), The Days of the Turbins (1976) and others.

The mini-series How the Steel Was Tempered is a highly typical
exemple of the cinematic depopulation of a colony. It’s a revolutionary
drama based on the eponymous novel by the Russian writer Nikolai
Ostrovsky, whose action unfolds against the background of the Russian
Bolsheviks” war of reconquest of Ukraine after the emergence of the
Ukrainian People’s Republic in 1917, essentially a colonial war of aggres-
sion, traditionally described both in Soviet and Western historiography
as a Russian civil war.[22] The persistence of this colonial vision in
Western scholarship is evidenced by The Story of Russia, yet another ac-
ademic history of Russia by British historian Orlando Figes, published
in 2022. The chapter “Revolutionary Russia” dedicated to the period of
1917-1921 does not mention Ukraine’s liberation struggle and treats that
country simply as the venue of the Russian Civil War and essentially
a part of Russia.[23] Ukrainian placenames are transcribed into English
from Russian, not Ukrainian: Kiev, not Kyiv, Vladimir Vol[ynsky], not
Volodymyr, Kharkov, not Kharkiv, Chernigov, not Chernihiv, and so
on.[24] Thus used the descriptor ‘civil war’ implies an effective erasure
of Ukrainians from the historical narrative since a civil war is waged
within one and the same nation.

All the events in the miniseries unfold around the Ukrainian
town of Shepetivka and the city of Kyiv, the historical capital of Ukraine.
Both locations are presented essentially as parts of the Russian cultural
space, with all the characters speaking Russian. The miniseries was pro-
duced by the Oleksander Dovzhenko Film Studio in Kyiv, directed by
the Soviet Ukrainian film director Mykola Mashchenko. Its protagonist
Pavel Korchagin is played by the Russian actor Vladimir Konkin, but
most of the rest of its cast are Ukrainian actors, including the iconic
Kostiantyn Stepankov. Nevertheless, the miniseries is a Russian story
with Russian characters, taking place in what essentially appears to
be Russia.

[21] In the Russian original the adage reads as [23] O. Figes, The Story of Russia, New York 2022,
“MockBa - cronuua, J/lenunrpag — Myseit, a B Kuese  pp. 185-210.
SKUTh MOXXHO.” [24] Ibidem, p. 184.

[22] R.G. Suny, The Soviet Experiment. Russia, the
USSR, and the Successor States, New York — Oxford
1998, p. 104.
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Cinematic depopulation is a representational strategy that takes
effect within a complex set of parameters that are regarded as essential
for the national attribution of any given film. In his seminal article “The
Concept of National Cinema,” Andrew Higson argues that the concept
of national cinema has been appropriated in a variety of ways: economic,
text-based, consumption-based, and criticism-led approaches. The
one that seems helpful for this analysis is what he calls the “text-based
approach to national cinema. Here the key questions become: What are
these films about? Do they share a common style or world view? What
sort of projections of national character do they offer? To what extent
are they engaged in ‘exploring, questioning and constructing a notion
of nationhood in the films themselves and in the consciousness of the
viewer?”[25] With the view of the cinematic depopulation, the list can
be extended by such questions as: What relationship between a nation
and the land it has historically occupied do the films create? What
language are the films made in that of the colonizer or the colonized?
With what audience in mind are they made? The most effective and
frequently used means of cleansing Ukraine from its indigenous people
on screen is by Russifying the movie’s characters, making them speak
Russian instead of Ukrainian.

If for international viewers the language issue is of secondary
importance, since the film is screened dubbed or subtitled in the lan-
guage of the respective exhibition market, that issue assumes political
and symbolic significance in the context of Soviet and post-Soviet space,
with its relentless Russification and ongoing colonial dynamic that
determines who gets the voice: the colonizer or the colonized. Every
country appears in the imagination of its citizens and the outside world
as historically linked with the language of its titular nationality: England
is thus identified with the English language, France with French, Po-
land with Polish, Germany with German, Japan with Japanese, Greece
with Greek, Turkey with Turkish and so on. Countries like Canada,
Belgium, Ireland, or Switzerland are exceptions to this rule since they
have either more than one official language or inherited languages of
their former imperial rulers. However, such an association between
a country and a language is often a crude generalization that obfuscates
a much more complicated reality and, in particular, the fact that there
are dialects and even other languages that coexist with the official one.
Citizens of France also speak Basque, Breton, Corsican, Arabic, and
German. Spaniards also speak Basque, Catalan, and Galician; Israelis
also speak Yiddish and Arabic. Still, the association between a country
and its official language, whether real or imaginary, exists as a logical
construct supported by the etymological link between the name of the
language and the country that is the primary area of its distribution.
This logic prompts people to expect, not without good reason, that

[25] A. Higson, The Concept of National Cinema,

“Screen” 1989, no. 30(4), p. 36.
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French is spoken in French movies, English in movies made in England,
Spanish in those made in Spain, Greek in Greek films, Ukrainian in
Ukrainian films, and so on. However, in the latter case, this is not quite
so, or it is better to say this has, until recently, not been the case at all,
since there exists a large body of films and TV series that break this
logic and instead create an association of Ukraine with the Russian
language, culture, and people, erasing Ukrainians from their ancestral
homeland. Instead of staying forever in the past, this colonialist policy
is still very much with us and may even be gaining momentum due to
the easy availability of Soviet and post-Soviet films and TV series on
the internet and such platforms as YouTube.[26]

There are films whose stories unfold in one country, for example,
Austria, but whose characters are played by actors from a different
country, for example, France, who speak the language of that differ-
ent country-French. Such films do not automatically fall under the
representational mode of cinematic depopulation since the essential
precondition of the latter is that the nations and cultures involved have
a history of colonizer-colonized relations. Thus, Michael Haneke’s The
Piano Teacher (2001) takes place in Vienna, Austria, and three major
roles are played by French actors (Isabelle Huppert as Erika Kohut,
Annie Girardot as The Mother, Benoit Magimel as Walter Klemmer,
all of whom speak French as well as the rest of the characters, at least
in the film’s international release).[27] Yet the film’s representational
mode is not that of cinematic depopulation, since there is no context of
colonial relations between France and Austria and no body of films that
consistently populate Austria with the French and erase the Austrian
identity in its homeland.[28]

A textbook case of the cinematic depopulation of Ukraine on
the Soviet screen is the love drama Spring on Zarechnaya Street, written
and directed by Marlen Khutsiev and Feliks Mironer and produced
by the Odesa Film Studios in 1956. Its story takes place in post-war
Ukraine in a steelworker town. A young teachers-college graduate,
Tatiana Levchenko, arrives in town to teach Russian language and
literature to what, in a non-colonial situation, should be a grade of
Ukrainian steelworkers. Yet what the viewer sees are Russian characters
throughout, all speaking Russian. The only vestiges of their Ukrainian
identity are their family names: Levchenko, Savchenko, Zhurchenko,
Bondar, Ishchenko, Donchenko, Migulko, Revenko, Nazarenko.[29] The
movie was shot in two Ukrainian cities, Zaporizhzhia and Odesa, but
they come across as a Russian ethnoscape, populated by Russians. The
film appropriates Ukraine, its young post-war generation portrayed as
Russian, for Russia. It denies Ukrainian identity a future, reducing it to

[26] For instance, the Russian internet resource [28] My thanks to Argemino Barro for bringing to my
http://film.arjlover.net/film/ offers access to some attention Michael Haneke’s The Piano Teacher.
6,174 Soviet and post-Soviet movies of all genres. [29] For morphological attributes of typical Ukraini-

[27] https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Piano_Teach-  an family names see: Y. Shevchuk, Ukrainian-English
er_(film) (accessed: 19.12.2022). Collocation Dictionary, New York 2021, p. xvi.


http://film.arjlover.net/film/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Piano_Teacher_(film)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Piano_Teacher_(film)
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invisibility. The song The Spring Will Come, which is the musical theme
of the movie, is also about imperial appropriation. On the surface of
things, it is about the sentimental attachment of the lyrical character
to the street where he was born, grew up, and met his true love, and,
through the street, an attachment to his homeland, for it is the entire
homeland that the street is supposed to symbolize:

There are many glorious streets in the world
But I won't change my address.

You, my home street, have become

The main street in my destiny.[30]

In the reality of Soviet-occupied Ukraine at the time of the film’s re-
lease and today during the all-out Russian war against Ukraine, this
otherwise touching song sounds ominous, since it suggests that there
is nothing wrong when the Russian viewers think of a street and a city
in Ukraine as if it were Russian, it is only natural to treat Ukraine that
way. It is in no small part due to films like Spring on Zarechnaia Street
that Russians viewed then and continue to view Ukraine now as part
of Russia. The colonial optic of Ukraine offered in the film has had
a long-lasting effect due to the film’s great popularity with the Soviet
and even post-Soviet viewers, both Russian and Ukrainian. The film
is often referred to as one of the most popular movies of the Thaw Pe-
riod.[31] It was seen by more than 30.12 million people at the time.[32]
Its continuing influence is evidenced by the fact that the Odesa Studio
undertook the project of coloring Spring on Zarechnaia Street, originally
black-and-white, and, in 2010, presented it to the Ukrainian public at
a special screening with a great fanfare.

The cinematic depopulation of Ukraine continued to be widely
used after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. This strategy marks
not some marginal movies or directors but those that enjoyed great
popularity and even became emblematic of their time, models for em-
ulation by the younger generation of filmmakers. It is this status that
the movies by Kira Muratova both before and after 1991 have enjoyed.
Muratova depopulates Ukraine most consistently. With some excep-
tions, the stories of her films unfold in Ukraine, in the Ukrainian city
of Odesa, to be precise.[33] All the characters are Russians or Little
Russians on the threshold of Russification. By their narrative, senses,
cultural content, and language, her films are Russian stories unfold-
ing in a Ukraine devoid of any meaningful civilizational presence of
Ukrainians and represented on the screen as an essentially Russian
ethnoscape. Muratova invites the iconic Russian actors Oleg Tabakov,

[30] https://teksty-pesenok.ru/rus-nikolaj-rybnikov/ [32] https://kp.ua/culture/257708-v-odesse-vpervye-

tekst-pesni-vesna-na-zarechnoj-ulice/1875175/ (ac- v-myre-proshla-premera-tsvetnoho-fylma-vesna-na-
cessed: 27.11.2012), my translation. zarechnoi-ulytse (accessed: 27.11.2012).
[31] https://uk.wikipedia.org/wiki/Becna_Ha_ [33] Muratova’s 1994 love drama Passions might be an

3apiunint_Bymui (accessed: 27.11.2012). exception.
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Alla Demidova, Renata Litvinova, Nina Ruslanova and others to play
lead roles. Ukrainian actors like Natalia Buzko, Heorhii Deliiev, Uta
Kilter, Oleksandra Svenska and even Bohdan Stupka (Two in One, 2007),
the most iconic Ukrainian film and theater actor of the last thirty years,
speak Russian and therefore appear to be Russian in her films.

It would be inaccurate to maintain that there are no Ukrainians in
the body of Muratova’s movies, although the mode of their representa-
tion is informed by the logic of the cinematic depopulation, partial or
complete. In The Long Farewell (1971), whose plot also unfolds in Odesa,
nobody at all speaks Ukrainian most probably because, according to the
widespread imperial myth, Odesa is a “historically Russian city’[34] In
her Asthenic Syndrome (1989) and Two in One, the macaronic mixture
of Ukrainian with Russian known as surzhyk is sometimes used. An
episodic character in Chekhov’s Motifs (2002) out of the blue parodies
the Ukrainian modernist poet Pavlo Tychyna and, with him, the Ukrain-
ian language as such. Muratova’s Ukraine is in fact Russia. One is hard
pressed to hear Ukrainian voices in her films and if they do sound, they
are voices of the socially marginalized. Muratova’s filmmaking has been
hailed both in Russia and, strangely, but not unexpectedly, in Ukraine.
She did not consider herself to be a Ukrainian filmmaker. [35]

Muratova has her followers among a younger generation of
Ukrainian filmmakers such as Eva Neiman and Aleksandr Shapiro.
Shapiro places the action of most of his movies in Kyiv, Ukraine, in-
cluding such films as Tsykuta (2002), Traveler (2004), Happy People
(2005), Without Porno (2007), and Casting (2008), Dnieper (2010),
The Last Day of the Euro Cup (2013).[36] In all of them, Ukraine is de-
populated, their characters are in effect Russian colonists who live in
Kyiv, not Ukrainians. At the end of Shapiro’s movie Dnieper, the name
of the country’s main river is uttered with pathos in several languages
including Russian. Ukrainian, however, is not one of them.

Eva Neiman’s By the River (2007) takes place in Berdychiv, the
same one that appears in Askoldov’s Commissar,[37] the difference
being that this time around it is a post-Soviet Berdychiv of the 2000s,
yet once again completely cleansed of Ukrainians and depicted as a pro-
vincial corner of the Russian cultural and geographic space. The real
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[34] This imperial mythology is debunked by Zeev
(Vladimir) Zhabotynskii, a prominent Zionist leader
born in Odesa:

Even if it was a city in Russia and in my time

very Russified in language, Odesa was not really

a Russian city. Nor was it a Jewish city, though
Jews were probably the largest ethnic community,
particularly when one takes into account that half
of the so-called Russians were actually Ukrainians

[...]
The quote is taken from: P. Herlihy, Odessa: a History,
1794-1914, Harvard 1986, p. 250.

[35] In a phone conversation with me in spring of
2005 on the occasion of her retrospective at the Lin-
coln Center Film Society in New York City, she asked,
“Why would the Ukrainian Film Club at Columbia
University take interest in my films? They are all
made in Russian, aren’t they?”

[36] https://uk.wikipedia.org/wiki/IITamipo_
Onekcanpp_Bopucosnd (accessed: 5.12.2022).

[37] In reality, Commissar was shot in the city of
Kamianets, located in the southwest of Ukraine.


https://uk.wikipedia.org/wiki/Шапіро_Олександр_Борисович
https://uk.wikipedia.org/wiki/Шапіро_Олександр_Борисович
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geography of the city seems to be of no importance to the director; it
is defined by the Russian language spoken by all the characters - the
seventy-year-old protagonist and her mother who go out for a walk.
The viewer perceives the city they live in as a Russian ethnoscape. Thus,
depopulated of Ukrainians, Berdychiv is cinematically appropriated for
the colonizer as a Russian city. The effect of depopulation is reinforced
by the fact that the lead roles are played by the well-known Russian
actors Nina Ruslanova and Marina Politseimako.

The colonialist nature of the representational mode of cinematic
depopulation becomes apparent when one applies it to other countries.
Can one, as a matter of thought experiment, imagine a French movie
with a Paris where everybody speaks only German, an Indian movie
with a Mumbai where everybody speaks only Mandarin, a South Korean
movie with a Seoul whose inhabitants speak only Japanese, a Greek
movie where Athenians speak only Turkish, a Russian movie with
a Moscow whose inhabitants speak American English and so on? These
questions seem rhetorical. Such movies are conceivable in the genres
of science fiction or in some kind of dystopia, but not as the norm or
arepresentational canon. Otherwise, the viewer would rightly conclude
that Paris has again been occupied by the Germans, Mumbai is for some
reason occupied by the Chinese, Seoul by the Japanese, Athens by the
Turks, and Moscow by the Americans. Such a cinematic depopulation
of these spaces and its presentation as the norm of cultural production
would provoke a scandal in French, Indian, South Korean, Greek, or
Russian societies.

However, this representational norm formed in the Soviet era
has so far caused no objections among Ukrainian viewers, criticism
among film critics, or desire to problematize and deconstruct it among
film scholars both in Ukraine and outside. It is to the strategy of the
cinematic depopulation of Ukraine that the imperial myths of Kyiv,
Odesa, Kharkiv and other Ukrainian cities as “naturally Russian-speak-
ing” owe their persistence. Dozens of movies and TV series have been
made over the period of Ukraine’s independence where the action
takes place in Ukraine without Ukrainians, without any visual cues of
Ukrainian culture, without Ukrainian advertisements, street names,
signs of institutions, license plates, and other attributes of the linguistic
landscape indispensable for any other independent country as opposed
to a colony.[38] The specific structure of the linguistic landscape has
a direct bearing on the cinematographic ethoscape. It can serve as
a powerful enhancement of the latter if both represent one and the same
national culture, in our case study, Ukrainian. Such an alignment is the
norm for a non-colonial situation or a nation that achieved complete
decolonization. In a colonial setting, linguistic landscape clashes with

[38] Linguistic landscape is understood here as the Ethnolinguistic Vitality. An Empirical Study, “Journal
“visibility and salience of languages on public and of Language and Social Psychology” 1997, no. 16(1),
commercial signs in a given territory or region.” p. 23.

R. Landry, R.Y. Bourhis, Linguistic Landscape and
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the ethnoscape when the former represents the colonizer’s culture
within the topography of the colony. Such a contradiction between
language and place is a salient feature of cinematographic depopulation
as a representational mode.

Cinematographic depopulation in today’s post-Soviet context
has been legitimized by the business practice that I will, for lack of
a better word, call the Lozhkin doctrine or the assertion that the Ukrain-
ian-language cultural content does not sell. In the second half of the
1990s, Kharkiv-based businessman Borys Lozhkin founded the United
Media Holding Group, a conglomerate that subsequently became one
of the biggest in Europe and included printed press, radio, television,
and the internet, as well as the publishing rights for such international
magazines as “Forbes” and “Vogue” Not a single product of his media
empire was made in Ukrainian because, as Lozhkin notoriously claimed,
a Ukrainian-language product does not sell in Ukraine, even Ukrainian
consumers allegedly do not buy it. Therefore, his consistent refusal to
produce Ukrainian content was informed not by his animus for things
Ukrainian but simply by commonsense economic calculations.[39] The
aforementioned Ukrainian cities that are “naturally and historically
Russian-speaking” are perceived that way only because Russians who
populate them speak for and about Ukrainians, while Ukrainian voices
are silenced.

This business philosophy was also motivated by the desire to sell
movies and TV series that presented Ukraine without Ukrainians in
the much larger, and therefore more profitable, market of the so-called
Commonwealth of Independent States, a Russian imperial shorthand
for the territories of the former USSR, where Russian continued to be
widely spoken. As was explained to me on more than one occasion by
Ukrainian filmmakers who made such films, in addition to shooting
them all in Russian, the linguistic landscape they presented also had
to be by all means Russian, not Ukrainian, since the Ukrainian street
and commercial signs, license plates, advertisements, and other similar
things irritated and repelled Russian audiences.

Another often-heard justification for not using Ukrainian in film
dialogues is the assertion that nobody speaks it and using it would be in
contradiction with the objective reality of Ukraine, the implication here
being that filmmaking ought to reflect that objective reality rather than
create a reality of its own. The objective reality argument is colonial in
its essence and is invoked only to legitimize the imperial mythology im-
planted in the viewers’ minds that the Ukrainian language is not spoken
in Ukraine. When reality contradicts this mythology, the quasi-reality
of the “historically Russian Kyiv, Odesa, Kharkiv, Sevastopol, etc” is
then manufactured on screen. Meanwhile, the reality in Ukraine has

[39] https://galinfo.com.ua/news/ukrainomovna_pre-
sa_nevygidna__glava_ap_lozhkin_164510.html
(accessed: 5.12.2022).
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always been different from imperial mythology. According to the latest
Ukrainian population census of 2001, 67.5% (+2.8%)[40] of Ukrainian
citizens declared Ukrainian to be their mother tongue and 29.6% (-3.2%)
Russian.[41] In the Province (Oblast) of Odesa, 46.3% (+5.1%) of citizens
declared Ukrainian to be their mother tongue, while 41.9% (-5.2%)
Russian; in the Province of Kharkiv, this correlation was respectively
53.8% (+3.3%) and 44.3% (-3.8%),[42] in the city of Kyiv it was 71.1%
(+14.5%) and 25.3% (-15.8%).[43] However, the viewer of Soviet and
even post-Soviet films comes away with an impression that Ukraine
is populated not by Ukrainians but by Russians. Such a rhetorically
fabricated Ukraine implanted in the mass imagination is the very sim-
ulacrum that Jean Baudrillard wrote about: “To simulate is to feign to
have what one doesn’t have. [...] simulation threatens the difference
between the “true” and the “false;” the “real” and the “imaginary.”[44]

The practice of cinematographic depopulation proved to be
so successful and effective that many generations of Soviet and even
post-Soviet consumers of film products were conditioned to react to
the Ukrainian language in movies as something “unnatural,” “phony;’
and contradicting the reality of life. The colonial paradox here is the
Ukrainian film and TV content production industry appears to be more
and more at odds with the pronounced tendency of the growing number
of citizens who switch to Ukrainian and the concomitantly decreasing
numbers of Russian-speakers in the country. Thus, in August 2020,
73.4% of Ukrainian citizens considered Ukrainian to be their mother
tongue and 22% Russian.[45] According to the more recent national
poll published in late March 2022, 77% consider Ukrainian to be their
mother tongue, while 20% consider it to be Russian.[46]

After the Soviet collapse, the depopulation of Ukraine continued
and assumed new forms in TV content production both in Russia and
Ukraine. This representation mode was widely used in Ukrainian mov-
ies and series meant not so much for the national but foreign market,
which comprised all the former republics of the defunct USSR and the
Russian-speaking consumer in the Soviet diaspora in such countries
as the United States, Canada, and Israel. A typical representative of the
long list of such titles is the love drama The Button, directed by Volody-
myr Tykhyi and written by Irena Rozdobudko. In it, Kyiv is a completely

[40] The corresponding value of the 1989 census is [44] J. Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, Ann
given in parentheses, where a plus sign indicates an Arbor 1994, p. 3.

increase and the minus sign a decrease.

[45] That is according to the public opinion poll con-

[41] http://2001.ukrcensus.gov.ua/results/general/lan-  ducted by the Ilko Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives

guage/ (accessed: 5.12.2022).

Fund and the Razumkov Center, https://prostirsvo-

[42] http://2001.ukrcensus.gov.ua/results/general/lan-  body.org/img/ck341/plugins/filemanager/browser/

guage/kharkiv/ (accessed: 5.12.2022).

default/images/Stan.pdf (accessed: 5.12.2022).

[43] http://2001.ukrcensus.gov.ua/results/general/lan-  [46] https://ratinggroup.ua/research/ukraine/lan-

guage/city_kyiv/ (accessed: 5.12.2022).

guage_issue_in_ukraine_march_i9th_2022.html
(accessed: 5.12.2022).
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Russian city, and if one hears a Ukrainian word, it is usually presented
as an exoticism that is phonetically Russified.

The first episode of the popular Russian series Silver Spoon (2014)
begins with immediately recognizable views of the Ukrainian capital.
The National Opera House, Bohdan Khmelnytsky Street, Khreshchatyk,
and Independence Square - all stake out the spatial parameters of the
series. Its venue is Kyiv, but the city is not Ukrainian,; it is occupied by
Russian characters who speak Russian with a clear Moscow inflection,
produce and operate with Russian senses and work as Russian police-
men wearing Russian uniforms and insignia. The linguistic landscape
is clearly and unequivocally Russian. The viewer is served this idea that
the Russian colonizer had not yet translated into the reality of the year
2013 but translated it into the cinematic reality quite convincingly, if
to judge things by the series popularity in Russia, Ukraine, and other
countries, translated it with the participation of Ukrainian talent.[47]

Other popular Ukrainian TV series that actively resort to cin-
ematic depopulation, whether partial or complete, are The National
Guard «IBappin»,[48] 15 Vladymirskaia Street «Bonogummpcbka, 15»,[49]
The Prosecutors «ITpokypopu»,[50] Nikonov & Co. «<Huxonos 1 Ko»,[51]
and The Snoop «Hroxau-2».[52] The latter was the first Ukraine-pro-
duced TV series to be streamed on Netflix.[53] Curiously, the Russian
website www.kino-teatr.ru correctly describes these series, all made in
Ukraine, as coming from the “near abroad” rather than from Ukraine,
probably because there is little about it that is Ukrainian. All of them
were released after the outbreak of Russian aggression against Ukraine
in 2014.

Perhaps the most notorious and well-known recent case study
of the partial cinematic depopulation of Ukraine with extraordinarily
far-reaching consequences is the TV series Servant of the People with
Volodymyr Zelensky in the lead role. Produced by Studio Kvartal 95,
founded and co-owned by Zelensky,[54] it premiered in November 2015,
when Russia had already launched a war of neocolonial aggression
against Ukraine and the Ukrainian territories of Crimea and Donbas
had fallen under the real, as opposed to cinematic, Russian occupation.
The comedy series is about a humble history teacher, Vasyl Petrovych
Holoborodko, in a Kyiv secondary school who, by a quirk of fortune,
is elected President of Ukraine. Ukraine in the series is presented as
if it were already discursively occupied by Russians. It is populated by
Russians. All principal characters speak Russian, behave and think like

[47] Seasons 1 and 2 of this Russian series were [51] https://www.kino-teatr.ru/kino/movie/
streamed on Netflix. post/116771/annot/ (accessed: 5.12.2022).

[48] https://www.kinopoisk.ru/series/893995/ (ac- [52] https://www.kino-teatr.ru/kino/movie/
cessed: 5.12.2022). post/107540/annot/ (accessed: 5.12.2022).

[49] https://www.kino-teatr.ru/kino/movie/ [53] https://life.pravda.com.ua/cul-
post/117193/annot/ (accessed: 5.12.2022). ture/2022/12/12/251805/ (accessed: 12.12.2022).
[50] https://www.kino-teatr.ru/kino/movie/ [54] https://ru.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crymus_

post/118386/annot/ (accessed: 5.12.2022). KBapran-95 (accessed: 5.12.2022).
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Russians, and invoke Russian symbols and values. Russians are domi-
nant in the Ukraine of Zelensky, which is cinematically cleansed of its
indigenous people. The linguistic landscape of this series is Ukrainian
inasmuch as institution and street signs are in Ukrainian. The language
of dialogues is Russian. Essentially Russian characters totally dominate
the government, education, business, and city streets in the series. There
are no Ukrainians in the conventional sense of the word, ethnical or
political. Instead, an occasional actor pretends to be Ukrainian while
most, including the protagonist, sporting a recognizably Ukrainian
name, does not even bother to pretend. In one emblematic dialogue,
the protagonist, who as the President of Ukraine is required to read
a speech in Ukrainian, the nation’s official language, says in Russian,
“No, I'll stay who I am and will speak Russian!”[55] Ukrainian is used
as a decoration designed to mitigate the total hegemony of the Russian
language, Russian senses, values, and culture in the series. An occa-
sional extra will utter an occasional word, phrase, or even sentence in
Ukrainian as if to signify a Ukraine on the verge of complete Russifica-
tion, a Ukraine alien and hostile to things Ukrainian. Other occasional
extras are crude racist caricatures of Ukrainians—racism in this series,
as in most TV content produced by the Studio Kvartal 95, parades as
comedy. The series” authors use comedy, humor, and parody to protect
their messages that are deeply colonialist and even racist against crit-
icism. They deploy postmodernist discursive technique to make their
messages acceptable to the general viewership. This strategy has been
exposed concerning a different film product broadcasting Russian
propaganda and Russian imperial stereotypes of Ukrainians:

The most cannibalistic ideas are wrapped in irony and even self-irony. On
this principle, in essence, modern trolling is based. Putin and the stars of
his agitprop like Vladimir Solovyov, Dmitry Kiselev, Maria Zakharova
and Margarita Simonyan, among others, have proven themselves to be
masters of the genre. The inability to distinguish the statement of a view
from a parody of it and vice versa has become known in internet jargon as
“Poe’s law:” “without a clear indicator of the author’s intent, every parody
of extreme views can be mistaken by some readers for a sincere expression
of the views being parodied.”[56]

The public reception of the TV series “Servant of the People” in-
dicates that Ukrainian society is still deeply beholden to Russian culture
and its imperial values/anti-values. The series undeniably colonialist
messages including Ukraine as the country populated by caricatures
of Ukrainians, messy and chaotic Ukrainian politics as a function of
Ukrainians’ inability for self-government, and others provoked scathing
criticism by scholars, journalists, and analysts together with accusations

[55] https://www.svaboda.org/a/27470700.html (ac- [56] M. Lipovetsky, Brother 2 as a political melo-

cessed: 5.12.2022). drama. Twenty years later, Balabanov’s film serves to
justify war with Ukraine, https://russiapost.info/socie-
ty/brother_2 (accessed: 5.12.2022).
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of Ukrainophobia, [57] of denigrating the Ukrainian language, identity,
and national dignity.[58] However, the general Ukrainian viewership
proved so well-conditioned by such colonialist representations of their
culture that yet another instance of cinematographic depopulation of
Ukraine provoked no protests in larger society. On the contrary, the
series went on to its second and third seasons and proved so wildly pop-
ular that it became a universally shared view among political observers
in Ukraine and abroad that the series propelled Volodymyr Zelensky
from the fictional to the real office of the President of Ukraine four
years later by an unprecedented landslide victory of 73%.

The representational mode of cinematic depopulation is a variety ~ Conclusion
of cultural aggression aimed at erasing a colonized nation, its identity,
language, and culture from its historical territory and at the discursive
occupation of its territory by the imperial culture as if that territory
were part of its own living space. It relies on a set of strategies that
include: (1) replacing the language of the colonized with that of the
colonizer, or (2) replacing the language of the colonized with an expres-
sively limited and socially stigmatizing macaronic mixture (surzhyk);
(3) deploying demeaning racist stereotypes of the colonized people as
a reductionist representation of their identity and thus encouraging
the viewers to reject their own cultural selves and “voluntarily” em-
brace the imperial culture as superior, more modern, and prestigious;
(4) cleansing the linguistic landscape of the colonized of all visual cues
of their culture and marking the landscape with visual cues of the
imperial culture; (5) populating the colony with characters that are
cinematographic equivalents of colonial settlers, bearers of the impe-
rial identity. Cinematic depopulation implants into the consciousness
of the viewer, both imperial and colonized, the idea that it is possible
to imagine the colony without its indigenous population, without its
indigenous culture, language, and stories.

Ukraine and Ukrainians have not been the only targets of this
form of cultural aggression. It is not inconceivable that other former
and current Russian colonies, such as Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tadzhikistan, etc., received similar treatment in Russian films of the
Soviet and post-Soviet periods. It is the consistent depopulation of the
Crimea of its indigenous Crimean Tatars on the Soviet silver screen
that enables the Kremlin propaganda today to aggressively peddle the
idea of Crimea’s sacrality to the Russian self-vision, another imperial
fabrication that is reiterated both in Ukrainian and Western media often
without due critical examination and factual verification.

[57] https://web.archive.org/web/20170206172143/ [58] https://web.archive.org/web/20161013144746/
http://vgolos.com.ua/articles/ukraina_bez_ukraint- http://www.nasze-slowo.pl/moctpeBomoniiHa-
siv_yak_naslidok_patriotychnoi_rusyfikatsii_228406.  marpioTnuna-pycndik/ (accessed: 5.12.2022).
html (accessed: 5.12.2022).
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The article is dedicated to analysing the compositional integrity of Oleksandr Avsharov and Svitlana
RudyuK’s documentary Yours, Vasyl (2019) through the prism of key aquatic images, including the
city flood from the archival materials of Kyiv from 1970, dirty water from the poet’s sister’s dreams
and the flood, stream and sea from Stus’s poetry (Ille 10 XXHMB He AOXKUB. .., I3 KTy «3a6yTTAM»,
Koctomapos y Capatosi). On the basis of these aquatic images, represented by key textual messages,
the plot of the film is schematically arranged in a triad, which in turn plays the role of a graphic
image of a mountain — a symbol of the poet’s steadfastness and victory. Attention is also drawn
to the rich symbolism of the images, the skillful intertwining of the visual and auditory, the past
and the present, thanks to which the image of the Stus seems alive and modern, which is what the
filmmakers wanted to achieve.
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Wasz Wasyl (2019) to dokumentalny film Oleksandra Awszarowa
i Swittany Rudiuk o wybitnym XX-wiecznym ukrainskim poecie, Wasylu
Stusie (1938-1985), ktéry zginat w sowieckim obozie koncentracyjnym.
Warto zauwazy¢, Ze nie jest to pierwszy dokumentalny film ogniskujg-
cy swoje zainteresowanie na jego postaci. Poecie poswiecone zostaly
iinne utwory, miedzy innymi trylogia dokumentalna Czarna swieczkal[l]
rozjasnia droge. Pamigci Wasyla Stusa (ukr. ITpocBitioi goporu cBiuka
vopHa. [Tam’sati Bacwst Cryca) Stanistawa Czernilewskiego (1992), doku-
ment Wasyl Stus. Fenomen ,doby” Serhija Aczyniana (2014), film krétko-
metrazowy Dzieri Niepodleglosci. Wasyl Stus Antona Szczerbakowa (2016)

[1] Tytul filmu nawigzuje do linijek wiersza Stu- ze obraz $wiecy jest jednym z kluczowych elemen-
sa Juz we mnie bdg sig rodzi... (ukr. B meni yce tow tworczosci poety, wystepuje w niej jako symbol
Hapooscyemuvcs Boe, na pol. przel. A. Korniejenko) ludzkiego zycia i duszy.

z tomiku Wesoly cmentarz. Nalezy rowniez zauwazy¢,

Images 34(43), 2023: 49-56. © The Author(s). Published by: Adam Mickiewicz University Press, 2023.
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itp. W 2019 r. odbyla si¢ tez premiera fabuty Romana Browka Zakazany.
Wszystkie te prace filmowe §wiadczg o niezbednosci zrozumienia drogi
zyciowej pisarza, ktory stal sie symbolem ukrainskiej nieztomnosci,
oraz wyrazaja potrzebe nowoczesnej refleksji nad jego osobowoscia
i poezja, a w szczegdlnosci wskazujg na ich duzy ekranowy potencjat.
Nie dotyczy to zreszta tylko tego przypadku. Jak twierdzi krytyk sztuki
Zoja Alfiorowa, odniesienia do biografii Tarasa Szewczenki czy Wasyla
Stusa iim podobnych ,,spowodowane sg pragnieniem zrozumienia przez
ukrainskich filmowcéw historii kraju i jego przywodcéw jako historii
stworzenia tego systemu warto$ci, ktory ksztaltuje nardd dzisiaj”[2].
Swittana Rudiuk, autorka scenariusza i rezyserka filmu Wasz
Wasyl, odpowiadajac na pytanie, dlaczego postanowita kreci¢ wlasnie
o Stusie, wspomina, Ze jego wierszami interesowala si¢ od dziecinstwa
i kiedy pojawita sie propozycja zrobienia obrazu o poecie, potraktowata
to jako okazje do glebszego poznania jego biografii[3]. Interesujaca
i wazng z punktu widzenia badacza okolicznos$¢ stanowi fakt, ze film
stworzyli ludzie, ktérym epoka sowiecka znana jest raczej z historii niz
z wlasnego doswiadczenia, na co stusznie zwraca uwage prezenterka
radiowa Natalia Hrabczenko[4]. Tak wigc Wasz Wasyl jest wlasciwie
wspodtczesnym odczytaniem tworczosci Stusa, odzwierciedlajacym spe-
cyfike odbioru jego postaci przez mlodych twércow, a jego forma - film
dokumentalny — pozwala przyblizy¢ widzowi obraz zywej osoby[5],
unikajac jednoczesnie niescistosci typowych dla filméw fabularnych.
Takie zblizenie obrazu Stusa do widza staje si¢ mozliwe gtownie dzieki
fragm