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In recent years, the Ukrainian cinema that has garnered 
the most attention and acclaim on the international arena 
has been that which deals with the country’s ongoing fight 
for territorial integrity, whether in the Donbas or Crimea. 
The likes of Valentyn Vasyanovich (Atlantis, Reflection), 
Nariman Aliev (Homeward), and Alina Gorlova (This 
Rain Will Never Stop) have all been lauded at European 
film festivals for their fiction and documentary work 
exploring the profound effect of the conflicts at hand. 
Documentarian Alisa Kovalenko made her own important 
contribution to this growing canon with her 2015 feature 
debut, Alisa in Warland: a self-reflexive examination of 
her own role as a filmmaker and journalist living through 
Ukraine’s Maidan uprising and Donbas conflict. 

This trend is understandable, and in light of Russia’s 
ongoing invasion, sadly necessary. Acknowledging this, 
though, does not mean turning our back on other stories. 
There are many battles being fought and destinies 
being decided in today’s Ukraine far from the frontlines. 
Kovalenko’s most recent feature, Home Games (2018), is a 
moving, invigorating case in point. 

The film follows the travails of 20-year-old Alina Shilova, 
a talented young footballer from the rough and ready 
suburbs of Kyiv. Shilova, who plays in the Ukrainian 
women’s premier league, has designs on making the 
national team; since she was a child, football has been 
her passion and a respite from the hardships of her 
upbringing. Those hardships continue to cast a shadow 
over her adult life: her parents, in jail for much of her 
childhood, are now either absent or struggling with 
addiction, leaving Alina to raise her younger brother and 
sister, Renat and Regina. When her mother suddenly 
dies, Alina’s sporting ambitions must be cast aside as she 
battles to provide the kind of happy childhood for Renat 
and Regina that she herself was denied. 

For a film with such a narrow focus – we spend much of 
the running time in the family’s cramped apartment, or 

following Alina around the football pitch – there is a full 
cast of memorable characters here. Renata and Regina 
are frequently delightful, with their childish mix of fragility 
and resilience; Alina’s increasingly exasperated babushka 
acts like a Greek chorus; her girlfriend Nadya is a source of 
quiet consolation and humour. But Alina is the heart of this 
documentary. Her patience, resolve, and resourcefulness 
in the face of tragedy are truly remarkable, and Kovalenko 
grants us access to her heroine’s deepest desires and 
pains in a way that cannot but produce a profound 
sympathy. 

Kovalenko’s bracingly direct observational style of 
documentary filmmaking is perfectly attuned to this 
subject matter. Homes Games might easily have become 
an exercise in kitchen sink miserablism: the ingredients 
(death, illness, poverty, a dilapidated and chaotic home) 
are all in place. But Kovalenko instead draws out the love 
and humour of this ragtag family, and closes her narrative 
on a happy ending that seemed barely credible midway 
through the film. The sheer intimacy of Kovalenko’s portrait 
of Alina is striking: we are in the room when the family 
learns of her mother’s death, and when her alcoholic 
stepfather is finally kicked out of the house. Kovalenko 
herself has credited her approach to the influence of the 
Polish school of documentary, and her time spent studying 
in Warsaw with Jacek Bławut and Marcel Łoziński. 

In an interview with DokWeb, the director lays out her 
vision: “I don’t like movies where there’s no quest, but only 
ready-made answers, beautiful intellectual concepts, or 
just golden shots. I want to feel directly what the director 
was looking for, not just aesthetics. I think that today 
there’s a lot of beautiful and seamless cinema that lacks 
the spontaneity of reality, with all its cracks and scars. We 
see a tendency to worship dramaturgy or concept, but 
behind all that, the inner search is lost. A documentary 
cannot be a perfect object!” In all its engaging and 
affecting imperfection, Home Games proves her point 
wonderfully. 
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