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Mantas Kvedaravičius’ Mariupolis is surely one of the most 
essential and unbearable films of the present moment. Its 
vitality and the almost overwhelming pain emanating from it 
are inextricable. The film offers a remarkable set of images of a 
living city, haunted now by another set of images of that same 
city reduced to ruins – images that have been scorched into the 
watching world’s consciousness. Mariupolis is haunted also by 
the figure of its own director, since murdered by the same Russian 
forces that have murdered the city he adopted. If one can sit with 
the terrible post-factum truth that will now forever colour the film, 
the reward is an empathetic document of loss foretold. 

Mantas Kvedaravičius, born in Biržai in northern Lithuania, was an 
anthropologist by training who was able to transmute his research 
into poetic, observational documentary and fiction film. His PhD 
thesis at the University of Cambridge, on the harsh realities of 
everyday life in Chechnya, formed the basis for his first feature, 
Barzakh (2011). Kvedaravičius could describe his own films in 
academic, theory-rich terms, but they themselves are anything but 
dense or dry: they are sinuous, evocative, sensual. While working 
in Odesa in 2015 on the project that would eventually become his 
fictional feature Parthenon (2020), the director visited Mariupol, in 
his own words, “to see what was going on because it had become 
a front line, and the city was in an ambivalent situation: neither 
Ukrainian nor pro-Russian. Once I went there, it was obvious that 
the situation there – with a zoo and a theatre near to the front line 
– was unique, and something could be conveyed about the way 
space and politics interact with the human body.”

Kvedaravičius took to the city, dedicating himself to working 
through its myriad tensions and contradictions on film as the 
Donbas conflict unfolded around him. He completed Mariupolis to 
industry acclaim in 2016. In March 2022, while working in Uganda 
on another fiction film, G.O.M.A., he decided to return to the city 
to document the evacuation of civilians from what was now a 
full-blown warscape. According to his partner, Hanna Bilobrova, 
Kvedaravičius arrived back in Mariupol on March 30; three days 
later, he was captured and murdered by Russian forces. Bilobrova 
cut together what footage was available and screened it under the 
title Mariupolis 2 at Cannes, where it won a Special Jury Award. 

Kvedaravičius, who insisted that “objective documentary” was 
an illusion, described his film as “not about war, but about life 
next to war, life lived in spite of war,” with the city itself as the 
protagonist. Mariupolis is a patchwork of scenes, with no attempt 
to force symbolic or thematic connections, even if these do 
emerge organically as the film goes on. Kvedaravičius favours a 
particular kind of handheld close-up: one that exists inside the 
space of a given conversation, in which faces are obscured or 
only half-captured in shallow focus. The effect is at once intimate 
and detached. His judiciously deployed wide shots often reveal 
the collective context of individual actions: the church service a 
priest is leading, military drills in the background of a backgammon 
game. Particular attention is paid to hands, always doing, working, 
making: playing the violin or chess, reeling in a fishing line, 
cobbling a shoe, ringing church bells, feeding pet birds. A true 
anthropologist, Kvedaravičius shows how the city is the product 
of these countless tiny human acts. His rare skill was to combine 
this ethnographic ability to synthesise a huge amount of close 
observation with a filmmaker’s eye for striking images: trams 
drifting through the mist; a dance rehearsal where young bodies 
shift in and out of the frame. 

The war itself seeps into the film gradually. First there are snippets 
of army life; then a radio report about a series of murders; then 
hushed rumours about an impending attack during the Victory Day 
celebrations on May 9th; then a public argument about “traitors” 
and defence of the motherland during that same celebration; 
until finally we get a few seconds of dashcam footage in which 
a car explodes, and the screen is suddenly full of burnt-out cars 
and shop fronts, and the director is dragging his camera through 
smoke and rubble past lifeless bodies. The horrifying weight that 
these images bear in 2022 requires no explanation. Perhaps the 
most piercing moment for a contemporary audience comes when 
an elderly woman observing the Victory Day fracas reassures 
her companion: “It can’t be like this forever. Everything bad will 
end.” The faith that Kvedaravičius claimed he had in Mariupolites 
to defend their city’s unique character was well-founded; the 
devastation Russia has wrought upon these innocent people and 
their innocent home will require a reckoning that exceeds the 
capacity of mere cinema.

Mariupolis
MANTAS KVEDARAVIČIUS

2016


