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What happens when the war finally ends? How will we even know 
when it has? In 2022, these questions have taken on a painful 
urgency, but they have been pertinent since the Russian-backed 
separatist war in Ukraine’s eastern Donbas region was sparked in 
2014. Five years into that conflict, in 2019, Valentyn Vasyanovich 
released Atlantis – a film whose austere, brutal, and almost 
perversely hopeful vision of “post-war” Ukraine now stands as a 
vital and visionary near-future prophecy. 

Atlantis imagines the Donbas five years on from the present 
moment. It is 2025, and the war has been over for a year. Russian 
forces no longer occupy the region, but the scars left behind are 
profound – emotional, physical, and, crucially, environmental. Stuck 
in an apparently eternal late autumn of rain, mud, and decay, the 
landscape is dotted with half-ruined buildings, hulking factories, 
and burial grounds. The soil is infested with mines. The water 
supply is poisoned, perhaps irrevocably. Whether the war has left 
any inhabitable land in its wake is an open question. A terrible 
crime has been committed not just against the human population, 
but against nature itself. “This ecological disaster is something we 
are experiencing already,” the director told Cineuropa in a recent 
interview. “The problem is, things like that don’t happen overnight. 
That’s why people don’t pay that much attention at first. It will 
still take a few years for us to lose all of the water sources in that 
region, but in all likelihood, it will become a desert, a salty swamp 
– just like in the film. It’s a dark thought – people were dying for 
something that has literally become a swamp.”

Traversing this blasted backdrop is Sergiy (Andriy Rymaruk), a 
former soldier who processes his trauma by alternating between 
sessions of target practice and self-harm. Shunned by many of his 
coworkers at the local steel plant for his role in the war, he keeps 
counsel with fellow veteran Ivan – until the latter’s depression gets 
the better of him in a shocking early sequence. The plant is closed 
down by its absentee British overlords, and Sergiy finds part-time 
work transporting drinking water into the contaminated “zone” of 
the former frontline (the allusions to Tarkovsky’s Stalker are both 
clear and intentional). Here, he meets Katya, a volunteer with the 
Black Tulip group, whose grisly mission is to exhume, identify, and 
lay to rest the war dead whose remains litter the landscape. This 

tentative human connection represents the thread binding Sergiy 
to the land of the living, and allows Vasyanovich to end the film on 
a note of optimism that is scarcely credible for most of its running 
time. 

Vasyanovich is a central figure in contemporary Ukrainian film, 
having produced the works of many homegrown talents in the 
post-Maidan landscape – notably Myroslav Slaboshpytskyi’s multi-
award-winning The Tribe (2014) and Alisa Kovalenko’s recent 
Klassiki Pick of the Week Home Games (2018). In his own films 
since 2017’s Black Level, he has settled upon a highly distinctive 
style. (This aesthetic rigour, plus the fact that he also writes, 
produces, shoots, and edits his films, makes Vasyanovich that most 
endangered of species – a certified auteur.) His calling card is the 
long, stationary, symmetrically-framed widescreen shot, in and out 
of which characters move at will. There are only 28 shots in the 
near-two hours of Atlantis, and the camera moves in only two or 
three of these. Once the audience’s eyes stop straining against the 
lack of motion and the cold, detached nature of the camerawork, 
the cumulative effect of these haunted compositions becomes 
clear. Vasyanovich presents us with a world whose horrors cannot 
be circumvented or wished away. It is immutable. The only thing to 
do is to work through it. 

It’s a tough watch, particularly during certain sections where 
the viewer might wish for Vasyanovich to cut away: during the 
opening infrared footage of a man forced to dig his own grave; 
or when a forensic team meticulously examines a mummified 
corpse brought in by Katya and co. But there is tenderness in 
the relationship between Sergiy and Katya, and Vasyanovich is 
not without a sense of humour – see his tongue-in-cheek use 
of footage from Soviet maestro Dziga Vertov’s 1930 paeon to 
Donbas industrialisation, Enthusiasm, in the background of the 
scene in which Sergiy’s steel plant is shuttered. These lighter 
shades amidst the otherwise overwhelming bleakness speak to 
the resilience that will be needed to reckon with the aftermath of 
Russia’s invasion. In Vasyanovich’s own words, “when it’s over, it 
actually takes many, many years to sort things out and clean up all 
the mess. In the film, the war might have ended, but it continues in 
people’s souls.”

Atlantis
VALENTYN VASYANOVICH

2019


