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Some film genres are so embedded in the collective consciousness 
that it can be hard to distinguish where real life ends and genre 
conventions begin. The teen coming-of-age film is a case in point: 
it has been a fixture for so long that it has effectively reshaped our 
understanding of high school life, young love, and teen identity 
in its own image. These teen dramas also blur the distinction 
between the universal and the local: they are so much products 
of a particularly American sensibility that, even when the setting 
changes, the tropes stay the same, awkwardly transposed into 
foreign cultures. But are all teenagers the world over the same 
as their American equivalents? What would it mean to make an 
authentic, non-American teen movie? And can the genre ever 
approximate “real life”? 

In her feature fiction debut, Kateryna Gornostai rises to these 
challenges to craft a sincere and sensitive portrait of high school life 
in her native Ukraine. The narrative revolves around Masha (Maria 
Fedorchenko), a socially maladroit girl who finds comfort in the 
company of fellow oddballs Yana (Yana Isaenko) and Senia (Arsenii 
Markov). Masha’s growing infatuation with her diffident classmate 
Sasha (Oleksandr Ivanov) plays out against a backdrop of familiar 
scenarios – house parties, school trips, sleepovers – which are here 
allowed to unfold at their own pace rather than being milked for 
melodramatic or comedic potential. 

That restraint is in keeping with the film’s broader aversion to 
outright conflict and overblown emotional stakes. The tribalism 
of the American high school drama, with its segregated jocks, 
nerds, and cheerleaders, is absent; Masha and her friends might 
be “outsiders”, but the term is relative. Gornostai also avoids the 
sorts of simplistic class divisions that her American counterparts 
so often deploy as dramatic shorthands. Masha’s family life is 
shown to be considerably more comfortable and relaxed than that 
of the more outwardly cool Sasha, who struggles with his single 
mother’s overbearing attention. Drugs, alcohol, social media, teen 
sexuality: Gornostai doesn’t flinch from any of this, but she doesn’t 
sensationalise either – just as she doesn’t force any particular 
socio-political angle, despite the conflict in eastern Ukraine rearing 
its ugly head in the form of Senia’s traumatic backstory. 

Indeed, Gornostai has stated in interviews that her intention was 
precisely to make “a boring teen film” that would stand in contrast 
to the American genre classics she was reared on. This is where 
her background in documentary theatre and filmmaking comes in. 
Gornostai studied at the documentary school of Maria Razbezhkina 
and Mikhail Ugarov, one of the most quietly influential institutions 
in contemporary Russian and Ukrainian film. Razbezhkina and 
Ugarov’s insistence upon naturalism, observation, and self-
reflection has shaped modern Russian-language documentary; 
what is more, many of their former charges have taken their 
non-fiction principles and applied them to fiction filmmaking with 
striking results. The likes of Oksana Bychkova (Another Year, 2014), 
Valeria Gai Germanika (Everybody Dies But Me, 2008), Natalia 
Meshchaninova (The Hope Factory, 2014), and now Gornostai have 
all found ways of combining documentary’s search for authenticity 
with the narrative impulse of more traditional feature filmmaking. 

Gornostai’s method in Stop-Zemlia certainly reflects this. Her 
actors were cast from local Kyiv high schools; rather than standard 
rehearsals, the 25 principal players underwent a nine-week “acting 
laboratory” based around body movement, vocal exercises, and 
social bonding. Only then were scripts and roles distributed. The 
most radical “documentarian” intervention is Gornostai’s decision 
to open the film with talking-head interviews with her teen cast. In 
these unscripted sections, the line between actor and character is 
deliberately left as vague as possible, the young people onscreen 
drawing on their experiences with the film itself to talk through their 
own very personal issues. In an interview with The Calvert Journal, 
Gornostai explains her reasoning: “Documentary film is like that: 
building this story together, the author of the film as the observer 
and the protagonist living his or her life. They are forming questions 
that maybe they couldn’t answer at the time, but they’re looking for 
the answers through the film.”

Her naturalistic ambitions ably matched by cinematographer 
Oleksandr Roshchyn’s roving, hand-held camerawork and Maryana 
Klochko’s ambient electronic score, Gornostai deftly treads the 
line between the hyper-local and the universal. Stop-Zemlia is an 
understatedly radical film – “boring”, as its director intended, in the 
best possible way.
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