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“Terrific... An austere and harrowing chronicle of life, death and indifference…
One of the strongest movies in [New Directors/New Films].”

– Manohla Dargis, The New York Times

“Formally audacious… The movie’s stylistic tension, between images of life being
lived (or having been lived), and disembodied voices portending death, connects
the dots between ideology and action, between propaganda and bloodshed… ” 

– Siddhant Adlakha, IndieWire

“Intercepted offers a spare psychological portrait of soldiers at war. Gleaned
directly from their conversations, this is an honest depiction of how empathy

disappears and malice takes over.” 
– Murtada Elfadl, Variety

“This daring collision of image and sound is haunting in its own way, presenting
intimate conversations which often reveal trace glimpses of humanity in soldiers

who otherwise have behaved monstrously.”
-Tim Grierson, Screen Daily

"Intercepted is essential viewing, a necessary confrontation with the worst that
human beings are capable of.” 

– Nelson Kim, Filmmaker Magazine

"A stark, uncompromising documentary that shows how life must go on in
Ukraine."

 – Jordan Raup, The Film Stage

“It’s worth highlighting the cinematic distinction, and most importantly, the
visual and pictorial intelligence, of what we see. It chimes with a trend in

depictions of wars and atrocities to show them – if that at all – in a deferred,
oblique manner: it’s the finger on the trigger, and then the dissipating smoke,

with the explosion itself erased”
– David Katz, Cineuropa
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“Intercepted is a stark reminder of the soul-sucking effect of war, sapping the
last bit of humanity from people who perhaps, by and large, indeed were not like

this”
– Marc van de Klashorst, International Cinephile Society

"A tragically visceral, yet poetic, audiovisual tapestry of the ongoing conflict... A
haunting image of human barbarity." 
– Mick Gaw, Washington Square News

“More palatable than the bloody Oscar-winner 20 Days in Mariupol, though it is
only slightly less emotionally harrowing… Closer in style to The Zone of Interest,

given its perspective from the enemy’s side, and especially in its use of sound." –
– Matthew Delman, Hammer To Nail

“The silence between the calls serves as a space for the horror of them to fully
take shape in the viewers’ mind... Karpovych’s film shares some DNA with The
Zone Of Interest, in its spare and somber highlighting of the banality of evil.”

– Amber Wilkinson, Eye For Film

“The silences during some of these exchanges speak volumes in a movie that —
as these private talks play over images of ruined lives — underscores the horrific

intimacy of war. “Intercepted” is yet another crucial eyewitness document of the
Russia-Ukraine war, one that makes the personal stakes painfully vivid.”

–Manohla Dargis, The New York Times 
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Ukrainian intelligence services have intercepted thousands of phone calls
Russian soldiers made from the battlefield in Ukraine to their families and friends
in Russia, painting a stark picture of the cruelty of war in a dizzying emotional
tension. Juxtaposed with images of the destruction caused by the invasion and
the day-to-day life of the Ukrainian people who resist and rebuild, the voices of
the Russian soldiers - ranging from being filled with heroic illusions to complete
disappointment and loss of reason, from looting to committing more horrible war
crimes, from propaganda to doubt and disillusionment - expose the whole scope
of the dehumanizing power of war and imperialist nature of the Russian
aggression.

Long synopsis

Sound and image stare each other in the face as Intercepted contrasts quiet
compositions of everyday life of Ukrainians since the full-scale invasion with
intercepted phone conversations between Russian soldiers and their families. 

Short synopsis



Director’s statement

When the Russian full-scale invasion started, I was in Ukraine and happened to
be working as a local producer with Al Jazeera English. This work allowed me to
access many places in different Ukrainian regions where I witnessed Russian war
crimes. At night after my work, I developed a habit of listening to the “intercepts”:
intercepted phone calls of the Russian soldiers in Ukraine calling their families
back home that were obtained and publicly released by the Ukraine’s security
services. The discrepancy between the brutal reality that I was living during the
day and the things I was hearing at night was shocking. In the intercepts, the
Russians sounded human. That was the most painful thing to accept: Why do
humans do such inhumane things? This question has brought me to the film,
which is based on a simple juxtaposition of two realities trying to understand the
full complexity of the “Russian order”, to comprehend what kind of thinking is
behind the invasion. 



Interview with the director
by Sevara Pan, February 2024

Could you talk about the genesis of the documentary?

When the full-scale invasion began in 2022, I was in Ukraine and decided to stay there
as long as I could, as long as it was possible. But then I felt it was not enough for me just
to be in Ukraine. I was looking for a way to be useful, but I was not able to at the time. I
was in too much shock and pain, and I was overwhelmed and lost. The reality changed.
The world turned upside down in a split second, and it was too overwhelming and
unclear how to portray the reality that I was witnessing, so I did not start filming or
documenting the events in those early days. And then by chance, I started working as a
local producer with Al Jazeera English reporters in the Kyiv region and other areas,
reporting daily on the development of the events, the escalation of violence, and the
war crimes. I spent six weeks working with the Al Jazeera team, which was an unusual
experience for me. I had never worked as a local producer with the reporters before, and
I learned a lot from the journalist and the producer with whom I worked. While working
with them I had to spend hours at times just observing what was happening around me.
I would wait for the reporters to go live from a place where an attack just happened, for
instance. So while I was waiting quietly, I was observing what was unfolding around me.
In the evenings after work, I would listen to the intercepted phone calls that the Security
Service of Ukraine was actively publishing, and what I was hearing was absolutely
mind-boggling to me. It felt so agonising to go from one reality that I was witnessing
during the day, the havoc and the war crimes that were being perpetrated, and then go
into another reality and hear the voices and conversations of the Russian soldiers. That
clash was shocking because it was absolutely absurd. And it gave me this constant,
nagging feeling of cognitive dissonance. So basically this became the idea for the film
‘Intercepted’, which I pitched to Les Films Cosmos, with whom we were already
collaborating at the time on another project. They supported the idea, and in a month
we started developing the project.

Sound and images usually work in concert with one another, and in your film, they tell
shockingly separate stories, creating these parallel worlds. Could you talk about the
juxtaposition of these two realities and how you built the film’s narrative?

From the onset, I knew that I wanted to create my own images. This was also the case
because I had a strong feeling that the images I was seeing in the news and on social
media were not fully representing my lived experience as a person in Ukraine. There  
was  something  missing  in  that portrayal,  and  I  wanted  to  create  my  own  images
that would be faithful to my experience and the experience of my loved ones and my
people. So that is how this decision came about. 



When we started actively researching for the film, I had not yet listened to all of the
audio material. I had only listened to some of it. I had an idea what those phone
conversations were about, and I knew what piqued my interest, but I had yet to work out
how they would be connected to the images. However, I was certain that I did not want
them to illustrate directly what the Russian soldiers and their families were saying. So it
was a process of going on two parallel journeys. 

We were improvising a lot during the filming, but we always kept in mind that the
images would be the backdrop of what we would hear off screen. The one thing that we
really wanted these images to convey was this dreadful, uneasy sense of time being
suspended and the quietness of the war, which people watching the news do not
always know about, the quietness that contains so much tension that is impossible to
bear sometimes, and I think that is what really drove the core idea behind our visuals.
 
How did you go about the selection of the intercepted phone calls? 

It was a complicated process, of course. There was a massive amount of audio material.
I worked with approximately 31 hours of audio. The audio material that I worked with
were edits, fragments of the phone conversations, which often did not have a beginning
or end; you just hear the middle of the conversations. So the idea was to create some
continuity in the film and build a narrative from these little fragments, with each one
complementing another and coalescing in the end to tell one single story, one single
journey. So this was an intricate process, and there were tonnes of possibilities and
directions which we could have taken with the editor. I felt as if from those fragments
and multiple voices, we tell a story of one soldier. It is an allegory of a Russian soldier. I
wanted this journey to have an arc, and while I had an idea what the beginning and end
would be, I needed to discover everything in between, so I spent months listening to the
audio material.

I was also interested in the conversations that the men had with the women. I quickly
realised that they were one of the richest materials we had. There was something really
particular about the conversations when the Russian soldiers phoned their mothers,
wives, and girlfriends. I felt that the soldiers opened up more with the women, and their
conversations were more intimate. This was important to me because it was showing
their human side, and I wanted to explore that humanity and how these people get
dehumanised and demoralised. We had a lot of that material because most of the time
these soldiers called the women.

The sound design creates a haunting, frightening atmosphere that lingers on long after
the credits roll. Could you talk about the sound design in the film?

The juxtaposition of the audio and the startlingly quiet images holds a lot of tension.
When we started working with Alex Lane on sound design, I expressed that I wanted to 



preserve that tension and reinforce it. I think there is so much tension already in what
we experience in the film. Extra elements would be excessive. Sometimes I find that
music or sound are decorative in a documentary film, and when they are overused, they
become superfluous elements. I wanted Alex to just amplify the natural tension that
the film already had within that juxtaposition of images and sound. One of the key ideas
behind the sound design was to underline this uneasy quietness of war, captured in the
images, and we wanted to maintain it throughout the film and let the viewer hear it.

One of the gripping elements in the film are those road sequences. From early on, I knew
that they would have a different sound treatment than the rest of the film. I wanted to
make them look and sound different. So that is when we ventured into exploring and
testing different things. We also collaborated with talented electronic musician from
Kyiv Olesya Onykiienko, and she created the music that we partly used in the film – in
those road sequences and over the end credits of the film. I think that also helped
create the universe of the film. 

The camera takes the viewer across Ukraine, following the trail of destruction left in
the wake of war. Could you talk about the geography of your movement?

The actual process of filming was precarious because the war in itself is chaotic. We
were filming in the country at war and going to places where fighting was near. Even if
one has clear plans, it would not be possible to stick closely to them, because the war is
a complete mayhem, and there is nothing one can really plan. You live day by day, and
you know that everything can change the next day. So it was complicated and tricky,
and we had to take into account many things before going into places, such as our
safety. 

Nevertheless, there is a sense of geographical movement within the film, generally
speaking, going from the north to the south and to the east. The film starts in the Kyiv
region, which lies more in the north of the country. We filmed the aftermath of the
occupation there, some five months after the de-occupation. Then we moved towards
the south and the east, where the fighting was much more active, it was closer to the
frontline, and the Ukrainian people there lived under constant attacks. And then
towards the end of the film, we are in the east, and what we witness is the liberation of
the  Kharkiv  region. So  there  is  a  sense  of  movement  that  charts  the trajectory of
the invasion that we observe in the film. On the one hand, it is important for history to
understand that trajectory. On the other hand, I do not think it is critical for the audience
to know where they are geographically at a given point in time, because at the end of
the day, the whole Ukraine is being invaded, with the frontline moving daily and things
changing quickly. I reckon what really matters is to understand that experience of
living. 



Could you talk about the security measures during filming?

We were not filming at the frontline. We were trying to keep some distance.
Unfortunately, we were not always safe and were still in places where we could possibly
be killed any time. And we did not have a dedicated person in the crew who would take
care of the security measures for us, so we had to stay very vigilant about what was
going on, observe and listen closely to ourselves, our instincts and knowledge. We also
had a local producer with us, no matter where we went. Since we filmed a lot in Kharkiv
and the Kharkiv region, we worked with Artem Fysun, a military volunteer. Military
volunteers help the Ukrainian military as they regularly go to the frontline and deliver
the necessary supplies and equipment. We were lucky to work with Artem as he had a
lot of experience and had been volunteering since the Russian invasion in 2014. Artem
comes from Kharkiv and knows the region very well, so I trusted his experience and
expertise and often listened to what he would say. 

We have talked about the intercepted phone calls, which are very revealing. What did
they reveal to you personally?

What they reveal is complex, and I think it is such a rich material that one could study. I
would say that the first thing they reveal is that this invasion is clearly of an imperialist
nature. The intercepted phone calls reveal a lot about the Russian state, which is the
imperialist state, which is like a monster that needs to expand to exist, it needs to grab
to exist. I think the intercepted phone calls, and the fragments that are in the film,
demonstrate this very well.

Of course, we could elaborate on the nature of this imperialist invasion and some of its
elements, which we observe in the intercepted phone calls. One of the elements that
lies on the surface is looting. And that is what the big chunk of the film talks about –
looting. We see how one of the first things the Russian soldiers did once they got into
Ukraine was looting. They stole in copious amounts, and the variety of goods they stole
was astonishing. That is one of the first things that signifies to us that this invasion is of
an imperialist nature. The soldiers were permitted to do this by their commanders. This
was encouraged by the higher echelons in the army and/or the government. And I think
it speaks volumes about Russia.

They also reveal a striking absence of empathy on the receiving end of these phone
calls. In all the hours of the audio material that I listened to, I think I only encountered
one or two conversations where the people showed some glimpses of empathy towards
the people they violated and whose lives they destroyed. And those glimpses would
come from the soldiers, perhaps after seeing the truth first-hand, rather than the
families they phoned. It evidences just how far-reaching and powerful Russian
propaganda is, so powerful that in a way it becomes even more dehumanising than the
war itself.



About the director

Oksana Karpovych is a Ukrainian-Canadian
filmmaker, writer and photographer born in
Kyiv. She lives and works between Kyiv and
Montreal. Her first feature documentary
Don't Worry, the Doors Will Open won the
New Visions Award at RIDM in 2019 and
received a special mention at Hot Docs 2020.
In her personal projects, Karpovych explores
the everyday life and oral histories of
ordinary people and how state politics
intrude into the private sphere, influencing
the communities she intimately documents.
Karpovych is a Cultural Studies graduate of
the Kyiv-Mohyla Academy in Ukraine and a
Film Production graduate of Concordia
University in Montreal.

Oksana Karpovych

Don't Worry, the Doors Will Open, documentary film, 78', 2019
Temporary, documentary film, 21’, 2017
Lost, documentary film, 6’, 2015 
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