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Like so many of the most domestically- and 
internationally-acclaimed Ukrainian films of the past eight 
years, Roxy Toporowych’s Julia Blue is about the two 
seismic events in the nation’s recent history: the Maidan 
revolution and the Donbas war. Like the dual colours of 
the country’s flag, which is littered throughout the film 
as visual patterning, those two events stand in bright 
contrast one to the other: the excitement and the potential 
of the former, the trauma and foreclosure of the latter. Julia 
Blue seeks to intertwine the two into a singular portrait 
of a nation in the painful process of self-identification 
– Toporowych’s self-described tribute to the youth of 
Ukraine, and a valuable effort to situate the country within 
an international filmmaking context. 

In large part, that international aspect derives from 
Toporowych herself, a first-generation Ukrainian-American 
raised in Ohio and trained in New York. Her family, 
which fled western Ukraine’s Carpathian region after 
the Second World War, and the diaspora community in 
the States, instilled a love of the language and culture of 
the homeland. When Toporowych travelled to Kyiv on a 
Fulbright Scholarship in 2014, she arrived in a country in 
turmoil – Maidan and the subsequent Russian annexation 
of Crimea were the immediate context. In collaboration 
with her eventual cinematographer Sashcko Roshchyn 
(who also lensed Kateryna Gornostai’s Stop-Zemlia), 
Toporowych went about writing and shooting a love story 
that could capture the spirit of the moment. The result 
is a diasporic perspective on Ukraine bolstered by lived 
experience, family connections, and detailed preparatory 
work, not least the input of the military veterans who 
Toporowych and co interviewed about their experiences in 
the Donbas. 

The story told in Julia Blue is simple enough. Julia (Polina 
Snisarenko) is a talented photography student in Kyiv 
invigorated by the experience and legacy of Maidan but 
hopeful of emigrating to Germany. Volunteering at a 
military hospital, she meets English (Dima Yaroshenko), a 

Donbas native now fighting for Ukraine, whose physical 
wounds are superficial but whose emotional trauma 
profound. Their mutual attraction is instant, and a tender, 
chaste romance quickly develops, English travelling with 
Julia to her home in the Carpathian countryside for a family 
wedding. But neither the idyllic location nor the shared 
longing for connection is guaranteed to overcome the 
darkness in Dima’s past nor Julia’s impending departure. 

The push-pull of the romance narrative proves a neat way 
of linking the two “worlds” of post-Maidan Ukraine. The 
film’s pleasingly ambiguous play on the border between 
innocence and corruption, charm and ugliness, reflects the 
unspoken tensions inherent in the early stages of any love 
affair. The folksy good nature of the countryside scenes 
sits squarely in contrast with the (literal) gloom of Dima’s 
flashbacks to the traumatic frontline encounter that has left 
him both vulnerable and afraid of admitting it. Toporowych 
has described the romance plot as her means of rendering 
the Ukrainian experience “universal”, and cited Roshchyn’s 
deft, handheld camera work as deliberately reminiscent 
of American indie dramas. A smart ploy, and one which 
allows the film to function on two levels at once: a drama 
that is legible to the international market, while remaining 
fundamentally and identifiably Ukrainian. 

Just as the central romance is left tantalisingly unresolved 
at the film’s end, so Toporowych shies away from any 
forthright prognostication as to the future of Ukraine itself. 
The hope and the fear must necessarily co-exist. English’s 
gradual switch from speaking Russian to conversing in 
Ukrainian over the course of the film is indicative of a 
general course of events, but nothing is taken for granted. 
The military fantasies of one of Julia’s young nephews, 
sparked by his encounter with her traumatised veteran 
boyfriend, are both cute and disturbing given the context. 
Ultimately, Julia Blue adopts the only reasonable position 
on both its central couple and the nation they’re both 
rooting for: sympathetic, but not prescriptive. 
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