
307

CHAPTER 11

Memory, Kinship, and the Mobilization 
of the Dead: The Russian State and the 

“Immortal Regiment” Movement

Julie Fedor

The 2015 jubilee celebrations of the Red Army’s Victory over Nazi 
Germany were marked by the arrival of a new mass commemorative 
ritual, a striking addition to the repertoire of Victory Day traditions in 
post-Soviet space. In the newly invented annual “Immortal Regiment” 
parade, people march bearing photographs of their ancestors who 
fought or otherwise served the Soviet war effort in the Great Patriotic 
War of 1941–1945. In this new ritual, participants take their ancestors’ 
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photographs out of their family albums or cardboard boxes, or off the 
wall at home. They reproduce the photos, making enlarged copies that 
are then laminated, mounted onto little placards on sticks, and carried 
overhead by the participants in procession. Bobbing above the heads of 
the marchers, the deceased ancestors are brought back to life, and their 
gathering together makes for an impressive spectacle, enabling a kind 
of visualization of the otherwise unimaginably huge losses sustained 
by the Soviet Union during the war. The Immortal Regiment made its 
most spectacular debut during the 2015 jubilee Victory Day celebra-
tions marking the 70th anniversary of the end of the war. As part of 
the celebrations, the Regiment was granted permission to march across 
the country’s most sacred war memory site, Red Square, and President 
Putin himself joined the parade, bearing a photograph of his father. The 
number of people taking part in the Immortal Regiment on Victory Day 
2015 reportedly reached twelve million, or, as self-appointed leader of 
the “Immortal Regiment of Russia” (BPR) movement Nikolai Zemtsov 
noted, more than thirty million if you count the dead who took part 
(cited Golubeva 2015b).

The BPR’s organizers argue that this movement represents “a new 
reading” of the Soviet Victory in the war (ibid.). “Never before,” the 
BPR website proclaims, “has the meaning and grandeur of the Victory 
holiday been revealed so completely and deeply” (BPR n.d). Clearly, this 
is a movement that enjoys massive popularity and that represents a sig-
nificant shift in the way in which Russia’s war dead are commemorated, 
and yet the nature and meaning of this shift remains a very open ques-
tion. The advent of the Immortal Regiment has sparked lively online 
and offline discussions over the meaning, the ethics, and the aesthetics 
of the new ritual. Should it be read as a symptom of the post-Crimean 
militarization of Russian society, or a healthy sign of a grassroots revival 
of family memory (see Reut 2016)? Does it represent a shift away from 
the heroic Victory cult towards a new emphasis on mourning the war’s 
victims (Starikov 2015b), or is it rather a “mass death cult” reflecting a 
morbid fixation on the dead (Babchenko 2016)? What is the relationship 
between this movement to commemorate the victims of war and the for-
getting of the victims of state terror (see Bessmertnyi barak n.d)?1 Is the 
movement doomed to be “bureaucratized” and taken over by the state, 
or might it, on the contrary, potentially mark the new beginnings of an 
independent civil society in Russia based on shared respect for the value 
of human life, representing a nascent participatory historical culture, 
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perhaps along the lines described by David Thelen, who posits that such 
a culture can help people “to reach from the personal to the collective” 
(Thelen 1998)?2

The debates reflect the way in which the Immortal Regiment move-
ment has become a battleground for redefining not just the meaning 
of Victory Day, but also much larger questions relating to state–society 
relations; the nature of the connections between family/national and 
individual/collective memories; and broader attitudes to warfare and 
violence, past and present. In this chapter, I examine one strand of the 
discursive representations of the Immortal Regiment phenomenon: 
the new meanings that the Russian state authorities and their support-
ers are weaving around this movement. Extravagant claims have been 
made with regard to the significance of the Immortal Regiment phenom-
enon. It has been hailed as a “truly popular and inter-ethnic movement” 
(Golubeva 2015a); and “an ideology, perhaps even a national idea” by 
United Russia Moscow City Duma deputy and director of the Museum 
of Contemporary Russian History Irina Velikanova (cited in Vinokurov 
2015). It has even been described by the organizers as representing “a 
new reality” (Golubeva 2015b). What, then, are the defining features of 
this new reality, this ideology? How is this new tradition being used, and 
to what ends? What kinds of visions of Russia’s past, present, and future 
are presented here?

My account focuses on the attempts to instrumentalize the new 
Immortal Regiment ritual and to appropriate the Red Army’s war dead, 
and the emotions they evoke, in the service of an authoritarian vision 
of the future of Russia and the region. I trace out the key themes and 
tropes in the pro-Kremlin interpretations of this new memory practice 
and show how the redrawing of boundaries between the living and the 
dead that is performed by the Immortal Regiment also entails the crea-
tion of other sets of new boundaries: between patriotic citizens and 
“enemies,” and “fascists” and “anti-fascists”; legitimate and illegitimate 
uses of public space; authentic and inauthentic manifestations of civil 
society; and between “real” eternal spiritual borders and “artificial” post-
Soviet geopolitical borders. The creation of these borders is performed 
and enacted by the figure of the dead Red Army soldier, who is being 
brought back to life in new ways as part of the current regime’s authori-
tarian project. I focus in particular on the ways in which the advent of 
the Immortal Regiment is being claimed as evidence of near-unanimous 
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support for the Putin regime, not only among the living, but also among 
the nation’s war dead.

Performing Memory, Kinship, and Nationhood

The Immortal Regiment parade is an obvious example of a performative 
act of memory, one that uses “the language of the past to say something 
about the present,” not just with a view to describing but also with mak-
ing something happen, as in John Austin’s use of the term “performa-
tive” (Burke 2010: 105–106). Erll and Rigney note that remembering is 
an active process of engagement with the past that is performative rather 
than merely reproductive, “as much a matter of acting out a relationship 
to the past from a particular point in the present as it is a matter of pre-
serving and retrieving earlier stories” (Erll and Rigney 2009: 2). In the 
case of the Immortal Regiment ritual, the relationships to the past being 
performed here revolve primarily around notions of kinship.

One of the reasons why the Immortal Regiment became a media sen-
sation in May 2015 was the fact that President Putin himself joined the 
parade, bearing a photograph of his father. For many commentators, in 
taking part in the parade, Putin was taking up his position as head of the 
Russian nation as family, and thus enacting a moment of consolidation 
of national unity. As Nikolai Zemtsov put it, “[Through the Immortal 
Regiment] we’ve shown that we are one family, the head of which has 
now been taken up by the president, who showed that he is a person 
like everyone, he spoke about the link of his simple papa-soldier with the 
country” (cited in Neroznikova 2015). Elsewhere too, Zemtsov linked 
the emotions called up by the parade to a newly awakened sense of 
national kinship. He commented that, “Those who love Russia rejoiced 
and wept from the excess of feeling. Those who came also felt this 
extraordinary unity—they felt themselves part of a big family, part of a 
nation. Of a nation like a family” (Golubeva 2015b).

The trope of nation as family is of course a staple of all nationalist dis-
course (see further Verdery 1999), and most nations define themselves 
by tracing their origins to foundational wars (Soltysik Monnet 2012). Yet 
at the same time, as Jan Assmann (2011: 4) notes, the differences in the 
ways that societies remember play a crucial role in shaping cultures and 
identities. What, then, is distinctive about this particular national kinship 
model, and the particular forms of remembering and narrating the war 
upon which it draws?
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It is the distinctive use of the Red Army soldier that I wish to highlight 
here, in particular, the ways in which the Red Army soldier is framed as 
a mythical progenitor and a shared forefather for all the peoples of post-
Soviet space. Thus for example the website of the Immortal Regiment 
movement proclaims that children, present and future, “are all offshoots 
from that mighty root—the soldier who conquered Evil” (Lapenkov 
n.d). Through crowdsourcing family histories via the movement’s online 
historical databases, the organizers hope that “the soldier himself will 
become a center, clamping together kinship bonds” (ibid.)—presum-
ably an allusion to Putin’s famous December 2012 speech in which he 
lamented the lack of “spiritual clamps” holding together contemporary 
Russian society (Putin 2012).

The Red Army soldier is sometimes coded as Russian, and some-
times in supranational terms, as the representative of a universal anti-
fascist mission; often both associations are present simultaneously.3 In 
this way the discourse mixes together elements of Soviet international-
ism and supra-ethnic messianism, primordialist ethnic nationalism, and 
neo-imperialism. Its eclectic nature mirrors the varied trajectory of the 
development of post-Soviet-Russian nationalism more broadly, which as 
Pål Kolstø (2016) describes, has oscillated between imperialist, ethno-
nationalist, and statist tendencies, sometimes combining features of each.

The framing of the Red Army hero as a common ancestor offers a 
powerful way to connect the official cult of the Great Victory and 
the private family memories of wartime loss and suffering; and also to 
assert a connection between the Russian Federation and the rest of the 
“Russian world,” discursively constructed as a space that is saturated and 
sanctified by the Red Army’s blood. Consider for example the follow-
ing statement by Nikolai Zemtsov, in an interview about the Immortal 
Regiment, in which he said that even though official state borders had 
changed since 1945,

the space of the spirit has been preserved. Good memory will allow future 
generations to sew the hems of geo-politics back together. This year’s cel-
ebration of … Victory… showed that this is so… The power of jointly 
split blood places big obligations on the descendants. (cited in Golubeva 
2015b)

In this way, the blood shed by soldiers of different nationalities in the 
Soviet army is said to bring into being a different set of “spiritual” borders. 
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These in turn are used to justify Russian implied claims to territory 
elsewhere in post-Soviet space, in a discursive move signaling Russian revi-
sionist and expansionist intentions.

The writings of pro-Kremlin publicist Roman Nosikov represent 
one of the more extreme varieties of this nationalist kinship discourse. 
Here we see a biological discourse in which the blood of the Red Army 
soldiers shed during the war acted as a “seed” that brought forth the 
Russian nation:

In our birth a role was played not only by the seed of the fathers but also 
by the blood of the great-grandfathers … we are one family. We were con-
ceived by blood [My—zachatye krov’iu—the Russian term zachatye has an 
exclusively biological meaning—JF]. (Nosikov 2015: 126)

Nosikov’s writings on this topic also have an occultist tinge. Consider, 
for example, the image he deploys of a Red Army soldier from the Great 
Patriotic War who stands behind the “curtain” of reality watching the 
present unfold, his breath causing the curtain to sway from time to time, 
but who can only be seen by Russians (ibid.: 77). Nosikov writes that: 
“When a Russian looks at the world, he always see behind it this silent 
motionless figure, and he knows that at any moment this figure might 
pull the world off to one side, as though pulling back a curtain, and step 
to meet us” (ibid.). This trope of the undead Red Army soldier, exist-
ing in a kind of parallel reality whence he observes and exerts a mysteri-
ous influence over current events, is a recurring motif in contemporary 
Russian treatments of the war theme, such as the controversial “social 
advertisement” produced in the lead-up to Victory Day 2016 which fea-
tured the ghost of a child soldier (“Samarskii ‘Yeralash’” 2016).

Another distinctive aspect of the nationalist kinship model linked to 
the Immortal Regiment movement is the fact that poiskoviki, members of 
volunteer search detachments who take part in expeditions aimed at find-
ing the bodies of missing soldiers, are granted a special honorary kinship 
status as surrogate blood relatives by virtue of their role in discovering, 
exhuming, identifying, and reburying fallen soldiers. Whereas normally 
participants in the Immortal Regiment are supposed to carry portraits 
of their family members, in the event that relatives are unable to take 
part, poiskoviki have the right to march on their behalf, according to the 
Immortal Regiment coordinator in Rostov (Gorodskoi reporter 2016).
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Much emphasis was placed by Putin, and, following his cue, by 
pro-Kremlin media, on the fact that he was taking part in the Immortal 
Regiment parade as an ordinary citizen and specifically as the son of a 
“simple soldier.” In an interview following the event, Putin said:

I think that my father, just like millions and millions of simple soldiers, he 
was simply a simple soldier, had the right to march across this square… 
And hundreds of others, and thousands of other simple people, simple 
soldiers, laborers of the rear, can now take their place on Red Square… 
they’ve earned this (cited in “Putin proshel po Moskve” 2015).4

Putin thus framed the parade as a democratization of Victory Day, a long 
overdue restoration of justice and recognition of the ordinary anony-
mous soldier, exemplified by his own father. As Nataliya Danilova has 
pointed out, the official component of the Victory Day tradition, the 
military parade across Red Square, is noted for its exclusivity (Danilova 
2015: 195). But now, by participating in the Immortal Regiment, ordi-
nary people gained access to Red Square, the symbolic heart of the coun-
try and of the Victory myth (see Buckler and Johnson 2013: 3–6). This 
democratization of Victory Day represents a reverse shift to the one 
described by Catherine Merridale in her account of the reframing of the 
Victory through a military parade on Red Square in June 1945 which, 
she argues, was aimed at reasserting military hierarchy and state control 
over commemoration of the war (2010: 508). Here we see a declared 
move in the opposite direction, with Putin descending from the heights 
of power to merge with the crowd, and a deliberate avoidance of refer-
ences to ranks or hierarchy of any kind. As pater familias of the nation, 
Putin also stands in for the anonymous mass soldier, thus forming a 
bridge between the state and the narod.

9 May: A Day of Mourning or Celebration?
The debates around the Immortal Regiment throw into sharp relief one of 
the basic questions that have always dogged the Victory Day commemora-
tive date: what should be the appropriate mix of celebration and mourn-
ing, of triumph and trauma? This is a question that has accompanied rituals 
of war commemoration in many parts of the globe, particularly in the wake 
of the post-World War II shift towards remembering war as violence and 
victimhood rather than heroism and glory (on which see Confino 2005; 
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Winter 2006; Bessel 2010). The ANZAC Day ceremonies in Australia, for 
example, have repeatedly been the subject of heated debates over how to 
delineate between honoring the memory of the dead and glorifying war 
(see Thomson 2013: 155). But these issues are especially acute when it 
comes to Victory Day in post-Soviet space. In addition to the controver-
sies over this date in countries occupied by the Red Army after the war, 
or facing the threat of Russian aggression today, the issue is also divisive 
within Russia itself and raises sharp issues about the nature of the obliga-
tions structuring relations between state and society and the admissibility 
of challenging the Great Patriotic War myth and its taboos. The topic of 
the scale of the massive Soviet war losses, for example, has always been sen-
sitive because it raises the fraught question of responsibility for the Red 
Army’s exceptionally high casualty rate, as well as the issue of the Soviet 
state’s long neglect of many of its war dead, of their burial sites and their 
bereaved families.

In theory, mourning and celebration are divided neatly on the Russian 
commemorative calendar, which features two key dates designated 
for these ends: 22 June, the Day of Memory and Mourning, marking 
the anniversary of the German invasion of 1941; and 9 May, when the 
Victory of 1945 is celebrated. But in practice the emotional division of 
labor between these twin poles is not so easy to achieve, and instead it is 
generally acknowledged, as Putin did in his 2016 Victory Day address, 
that Victory Day represents “a ceremony in which joy, memory, and 
mourning are merged together as one” (“Vladimir Putin” 2016). The 
mourning and the celebration cannot and indeed must not be fully sepa-
rated; as Russian Minister for Culture Vladimir Medinskii has put it, “the 
most important law of Russian history proclaims that any 22 June must 
always end with a 9 May” (Medinskii 2016). Trauma must always ulti-
mately be transformed into triumph—this is a key message in the official 
discourse in keeping with the increasingly “upbeat” tone of Victory Day 
celebrations under Putin.

But for some patriotic commentators, the emergence of the Immortal 
Regiment parade has destabilized the conventional 22 June/9 May divi-
sion in ways that endanger national unity. Neo-Stalinist author Nikolai 
Starikov, for example, was alarmed by what he saw as the inappro-
priately mournful tone of the new ritual. Starikov argued that this not 
only marked an unacceptable departure from the Victory Day traditions 
laid down by the war heroes but was surely an element of the ideologi-
cal warfare being waged against Russia by the United States, aimed at 
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destroying Russian morale and identity. It was right and fitting to mourn 
the nation’s war dead, but this should be done exclusively on 22 June. 
Victory Day, by contrast, was the day when people “celebrate the power 
of their spirit, the power of their victory, the might of their derzhava” 
(Starikov 2015b). Popular patriotic blogger burckina_faso5 likewise com-
plained that the Immortal Regiment represented:

the re-formatting of the shared Victory (triumph) into a personal trag-
edy… Whereas previously on this day people walked with their heads 
proudly held high, like victors or the descendants of victors, nowadays they 
are forced to march with a tragic expression on their face, suitable for a 
funeral procession. (burckina_faso 2016)

For adherents to this hardline position, to mourn the victims of war on 
Victory Day is to submit to national humiliation.

State and Civil Society

The debates around the Immortal Regiment speak to one of the research 
questions posed by Mischa Gabowitsch as part of his major ethnographic 
project on Victory Day: whose holiday is this? (Gabowitsch 2015). Much 
of the media discussion around the Immortal Regiment has hinged on 
the question of the relationship between the state and the grassroots ele-
ments of this ritual and of Victory Day commemorations more broadly.

A closer look at the history of the Immortal Regiment movement 
reveals a story of competing and disputed genealogies. There are in fact 
two separate movements, with very similar names: “Immortal Regiment” 
(moypolk.ru) and “Immortal Regiment of Russia” (polkrf.ru).6 The lat-
ter is a state-affiliated “clone” organization set up with the aim of dis-
placing and/or taking over the original grassroots movement (see further 
Sergei Parkhomenko 2015; “O situatsii” n.d; Gabowitsch 2016). The 
original Immortal Regiment movement was the initiative of a small 
group of journalists, historians by education, who were friends and col-
leagues working for the Tomsk TV station TV-2 (the station that was 
closed down in February 2015) (Nordvik 2015). The group shared fond 
memories of Victory Day from the Soviet period as the “main family 
holiday,” as well as an aversion to the form that Victory Day had taken 
from the mid-2000s, which they found commercialized and crass. As 
one of the founders Sergei Lapenkov put it, “Purity and sincerity had 



316   J. Fedor

disappeared, and so we tried to make Victory Day come to life again” 
(cited ibid.). The group came up with the idea of using photographs 
of deceased war veterans and marching with them, partly as a means of 
reinserting veterans into the commemoration in a context when so few 
living veterans remained; and also with the aim of strengthening the 
institution of the family by fostering a renewed interest in family history. 
When they ran a trial version of this event in Tomsk in 2012, it proved 
very popular, and they subsequently began to be put under pressure 
by state officials seeking to impose their own preferred leaders on the 
movement (Parkhomenko 2015). The journalists immediately realized 
that they needed urgently to set down principles in order to defend the 
movement’s autonomy, and they adopted a statute that specified that this 
was a non-commercial, non-political movement that was independent of 
the state (Nordvik 2015).7

Subsequently there ensued a battle for control and leadership of 
this movement, while simultaneously it grew in popularity and spread 
across different regions of the country (see further Gabowitsch 2016). 
Officials from the ruling “United Russia” party made attempts to 
link the party to the movement, in violation of the movement’s stat-
utes (“O situatsii” n.d).8 Tensions escalated in 2015 with the lead-up 
to the 70th jubilee celebrations of the end of the war. That year’s cel-
ebrations were viewed by the government as especially important in 
the context of Russia’s increasing international isolation and deteriorat-
ing economic position in the wake of the imposition of Western sanc-
tions over Ukraine. By this time what was effectively a state-affiliated 
“double” of the Immortal Regiment movement had been set up, with 
a slightly different name (the Immortal Regiment of Russia, henceforth 
BPR from the Russian initials). The BPR sought and received support 
from the Russia-wide Popular Front (ONF) and the Russian Federation’s 
Civic Chamber (Golubeva 2015b), which lobbied the government on its 
behalf. Celebrities were brought in, and according to Lapenkov, a found-
ing congress was hurriedly convened, without inviting the original activ-
ists, and a new leadership then “appointed” at the congress (see Galeeva 
2015 and Vinokurov 2015). An especially striking detail of this story is 
the fact that organizations of poiskoviki, the volunteer “searchers” dis-
cussed above who take part in annual expeditions to locate the remains 
of Red Army soldiers, appear to have been co-opted to help legitimize 
this founding congress. Indeed, it seems this is why the Smolensk region 
was chosen, because of its status as the place where the search movement 
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first arose in the 1950s (according to Lapenkov, cited Galeeva 2015).9 In 
May 2015 the coordinators of the original movement sent an open let-
ter to Putin setting out their “negative attitude towards the appearance 
of ‘Immortal Regiment of Russia’” (BPR) (“Bessmertnyi polk” 2016a). 
However, no response seems to have been forthcoming, and instead the 
clone movement was evidently given full backing by the state. There 
were also some signs of a campaign in the media apparently aimed at 
discrediting the founders of the original Immortal Regiment movement 
(see for example Golubeva 2015a).

Despite all the advantages that BPR would seem to enjoy, however, 
in fact the jury is still out on which movement will prevail. According 
to some reports, at least, the organizers of the Immortal Regiment 
parades elsewhere in post-Soviet space have tended to show a preference 
for dealing with the Lapenkov rather than the BPR camp (“My budem 
delat’ svoe delo!” 2016). In Tallinn, veterans’ organizations declined to 
take part in the BPR procession that pro-Russian activist Dmitrii Linter 
tried to organize in May 2016; instead, they held their own Immortal 
Regiment ceremony at the local war cemetery, also involving family por-
traits, but without any procession (Staropopov 2016). Meanwhile, the 
heads of the BPR and their supporters continue to claim that this is a 
genuine independent grassroots movement (see for example Golubeva 
2015c). It is precisely by virtue of this claim to be a spontaneous and 
autonomous movement that the movement retains its value as a source 
of legitimacy for the state.

In the wake of Victory Day 2016, the organizers of the original 
Immortal Regiment issued a detailed statement in which they set out 
their attitude towards the rival BPR and assessed the prospects for their 
movement’s future (“Bessmertnyi polk” 2016a). They noted that there 
had been numerous violations of their statutes in May 2016.10 For exam-
ple, some schools had forced pupils to take part, thereby also preventing 
them from marching with their families—something deemed especially 
objectionable given the movement’s mission to bring families closer 
together. The event had been used by politicians as part of the forthcom-
ing parliamentary election campaigns, and also for commercial profit. A 
“kitsch” culture was developing around the event (“Bessmertnyi polk” 
2016a). Nevertheless, the organizers concluded that:

Despite all this, for the overwhelming majority of Russia’s towns and vil-
lages, the Regiment has become a voluntary, honest, personal history… 



318   J. Fedor

Despite all the “recommendations” from the top, in the majority of loca-
tions it was precisely our coordinator comrades, carriers of the narodnaia 
idea of the Regiment, and not imitators of the form, who were at the 
center of public attention.

They went on to acknowledge that the existence of the quasi-official 
“clone” movement alongside the grassroots one was now a fact of life, 
and to call for solidarity in developing strategies for remaining true to 
the movement’s original goals and spirit in this new context:

Today, de facto, the Regiment unavoidably exists in two versions: narod-
noi and quasi-official [polukazennoi]. That means that we need to learn to 
cooperate with all sensible people, and not only to be on the back foot. 
Can one cooperate with someone who became a coordinator by appoint-
ment? If so, then how should this be done? You won’t find the answer to 
this question in a book. The regiment began as an initiative by individuals, 
but today this is already narodnaia stikhiia whose life is governed by its 
own laws. That is, we’ll have to cooperate, but let’s work out the measure 
and depth of the compromises together, colleagues! (ibid.)11

This quote exemplifies how difficult it is to draw a neat line between 
state and civil society in Putin’s Russia (on which see Hemment 2012), 
but also how resilient, determined, and creative this Russian civil society 
organization is in the face of immense state pressure. It is still an open 
question what kind of organization will ultimately emerge here.

Crafting a New Genealogy for the BPR
The emergence of the “clone” movement was accompanied by the cre-
ation and dissemination of a new genealogy for the movement. I turn 
now to examine this genealogy with the aim of identifying and exploring 
the ideological meanings that are being spun around it.

The BPR leaders trace the movement’s beginnings to a vision that 
appeared in a dream to the chairman of a police battalion veterans’ 
council in Tiumen’, an “ordinary guy” by the name of Gennadii Ivanov. 
The story goes that he had a dream in 2007 in which he saw people in 
his city marching across the city square to the strains of the song “A 
Sacred War,” and carrying portraits of war veterans. The dream left an 
“unforgettable” impression on him, and he decided to make this dream 
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reality, organizing his friends to come out that year on Victory Day car-
rying photographs of deceased veterans (“O Dvizhenii” n.d). As Mischa 
Gabowitsch (2016) notes, it is the case that Gennadii Ivanov’s Tiumen’ 
initiative was (like other initiatives of its kind, based on the same idea 
of introducing veterans’ photographs into Victory Day commemorative 
ceremonies) technically a precursor to the Tomsk movement, albeit one 
that mostly failed to spread further beyond the Tiumen’ region. But for 
my purposes it is the BPR’s narrative and the tropes it employs that are 
of interest here. The invocation of a vision or a dream as justification for 
a change in symbolic politics recalls the case of Dora Lazurkina’s call to 
move Stalin’s body out of the Lenin mausoleum in 1961 after Lenin 
appeared to her in a vision and requested this (Davies 1989: 259; Beliaev 
2016). It is only representatives of the narod, ordinary people, and/or 
women, who ever have such visions, and this foundation story can thus 
be connected to the long Russian tradition of exploiting the concept of 
the narod for ideological ends (on which see Rzhevsky 1998: 7), based 
in part on the mystical notion that the members of the narod have privi-
leged access to the supernatural realm.

The thrust of such claims about the Immortal Regiment’s origins 
is often aimed at deflecting criticism of the state’s appropriation and 
bureaucratization of the movement. Thus, Putin has emphasized that 
this is a movement that was “born not in offices, not in administrative 
structures, but in the hearts of our people” (cited in “Organizatory” 
2015). The notion that the state merely “supports” the movement, 
scrupulously taking care not to interfere, is a common refrain. In April 
2016 Putin asserted that the Immortal Regiment was an “absolutely 
honest, sincere project, and it must remain as such and must develop 
freely. And of course, it needs to be supported” (“Putin prizval pod-
derzhat’ ‘Bessmertnyi polk’”2016). Sergei Shumakov, editor-in-chief of 
“Kul’tura” television channel, likewise asserted that, “This is an event 
which, although it is supported by the regime, has no relationship to the 
regime” (cited in “‘Bessmertnyi polk’ napugal zapad” 2015).

In 2016 Putin also called for support of the Immortal Regiment 
as a “genuinely narodnaia initiative” (“Putin prizval podderzhat’ 
‘Bessmertnyi polk’” 2016). One celebrity supporter of the BPR, the 
actor Vasilii Lanovoi, has also emphasized that this was a “surpris-
ing movement, invaluable, because it is not organized by the authori-
ties but was born inside of society, and was instantaneously supported” 
(“Bessmertnyi polk” 2016b). In other words, this is an “organic” 
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movement from below; in supporting it, the state is merely following 
the narod’s lead. The pro-Kremlin journalist Petr Akopov enthused in 
an article entitled “Family Memory of the War Gives Birth to Narodnoe 
Unity” that “The Immortal Regiment movement which began … in the 
provinces has reached Moscow, engulfing the capital in a wave of mem-
ory, love, and unification” (Akopov 2015). The imagery used here to 
describe the movement as an outpouring of elemental energy is a com-
mon motif in the media commentary, and can be connected back to 
the Soviet master plot’s trope of “spontaneity,” as outlined in Katerina 
Clark’s classic work on Soviet culture (1981). In this connection it is 
perhaps not insignificant that the movement first began in the provinces, 
that is, in the heart of the real, the pure Russia, rather than in corrupt 
and Westernized Moscow.

Another key motif in the pro-BPR narrative is the notion that it is 
the ancestors themselves who have willed the Immortal Regiment into 
being. Thus, for example, Shumakov characterized the movement as:

a mysterious event of incredible power, to which we were all witness… 
This was a gigantic eruption of energy…

The dead rose up alongside the living—this is not an artistic conceit, 
this really happened (cited in “‘Bessmertnyi polk’ napugal zapad”  
2015).

Quasi-mystical imagery of this kind is frequently used by the BPR’s 
organizers and their supporters to describe the movement. One inter-
view with BPR leader Nikolai Zemtsov in Komsomol’skaia pravda fea-
tured the subheading: “Death has Lost its Power over Russia” and the 
following quote from Zemtsov: “In essence, we, the descendants, have 
been mobilized and united by our fallen soldiers. There is some kind of 
mystery in this, something incomprehensible for human consciousness” 
(cited in Golubeva 2015b).12 Here, then, it is explicitly the actual fallen 
soldiers who are setting this process in motion, and this is framed as a 
kind of consolidation or birth of the community through this interven-
tion from beyond the grave. In May 2016, the director of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences’ Institute for Economic Strategies took this rhetoric 
a step further, when he called for Russia’s war dead to be granted the 
right to vote in elections. This right could be exercised, he suggested, 
by the participants of the Immortal Regiment parade, who could vote 
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on behalf of their ancestors. Such voting had the potential to become a 
“point of consolidation of society” (Obukhov 2016).

The Immortal Regiment and the “Near Abroad”
Attempts to mobilize Russia’s war dead for symbolic and political capi-
tal also extend to the sphere of Russia’s relations with the rest of post-
Soviet space. Petr Akopov, writing in the online pro-Kremlin media 
outlet Vzgliad, drew a direct causal link between the 2014 annexation of 
Crimea and the rise of the Immortal Regiment the following spring. He 
described both events as “miracles.” “A year ago,” Akopov wrote:

with the single Crimean gesture Putin awakened the Russian spirit—not 
because the president is some kind of superman, but because the Russian 
narod was acting through him—and now [with the Immortal Regiment] 
the narod itself has shown the first results of this awakening. (Akopov 
2015)

Here, then, the Immortal Regiment effectively legitimizes the Crimean 
annexation. Putin is cast as a mere vehicle for the spirit and desire of the 
narod; and the remembrance and honoring of ancestors enacted by the 
Immortal Regiment is proclaimed as the “source of the power of our 
narod and our state” (ibid.).

Another version of the genealogy of the movement locates its genesis 
in the post-Soviet-Russian diaspora. Viktor Marakhovskii, the editor-in-
chief of Odnako, proclaimed that:

What is most interesting of all is that Victory Day’s second life did not 
begin in Russia. It began in the “Soviet diaspora,” in the newly formed 
independent republics… It was precisely there … that it turned from 
a “holiday with tears in its eyes” to a holiday about the present day. For 
it became a day … for demonstrating civilizational identity, a “Russian 
[russkim] holiday”—from Tallinn to Sevastopol. (Marakhovskii 2016)

Again, here, we see a shift in the emotional register, and a transforma-
tion of trauma into triumph: Victory Day used to be a mournful day, a 
“holiday with tears in its eyes” (a quote from the famous Brezhnev-era 
song Victory Day). But now, with this new ritual, it has become a holiday 
about today, a day for joyously displaying one’s allegiance to Moscow 
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across the former Soviet space. In this way, the Immortal Regiment is 
linked to the notion of the so-called “Russian Spring,” one of the 
root metaphors used in the Russian media coverage of the events in 
Ukraine in 2014 and heralding the “awakening” of Russians oppressed 
throughout post-Soviet space. Consider, for example, this extract from 
a transcript of the live federal TV coverage of the Immortal Regiment 
procession on Rossiia TV channel in May 2015, hosted by patriotic talk-
show host Vladimir Solov’ev and leading cinema industry figure Nikita 
Mikhalkov. At one point Solov’ev exclaimed, “It’s marvelous—the 
people has awoken! … This is the re-unification of the victor-people!” 
Mikhalkov responded, “This is only natural… A little girl who already 
lives in a completely different country, she apprehends this unity genet-
ically … and it will be hard to turn her, to zombify her, so to speak, 
although there are people who very much want to do this, as is hap-
pening with our friends and colleagues in Ukraine, you understand?” 
(Rossiia 2015).

As these examples show, this metaphor is inherently connected to the 
notion of a reawakening of the memory of the war. Indeed, the recovery 
of this memory is the central “trigger” enabling this awakening, often 
said to be willed by the ancestors, acting through the living via myste-
rious mechanisms. For journalist Anastasiia Skogoreva, for example, the 
Immortal Regiment showed that “you can write as many mendacious 
history textbooks and no less mendacious pseudo-academic studies as 
you like, but there is such a thing as genetic memory. It will awaken, and 
it will show us the way” (Skogoreva 2015).

A Message to the World: Russia’s War Dead as a Tool 
of Soft Power

The BPR also prides itself on being an international movement. In 
2015 Immortal Regiment processions took place in 15 different coun-
tries (Slesarchuk 2016), and in 2016, they were held in forty coun-
tries, including, for the first time, in Australia and China (Vasil’chenko 
2016). The BPR organizers describe the movement’s portal polkrf.
ru as unique in its capacity to “bring together into a single space of 
Memory all heirs of the soldiers of the Great Patriotic War, dispersed 
around the world” (“Bessmertnyi polk” 2016b). The organizers have 
ambitions for a further exponential growth in the movement, with the 
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ultimate aim of uniting the “300 million descendants of participants in 
the Great Patriotic War” (“Portal” 2016). The movement appears to 
have been integrated into the broader government campaign aimed at 
co-opting “compatriots” as allies in the struggle to “preserve historical 
memory” and counter alternative narratives of the war (see for example 
“Matvienko” 2016).

This performance of memory is thus also directed outwards, to an 
external audience. According to Mikhail Zygar’, the organizers of the 
opening ceremony for the Sochi 2014 Olympic Games initially planned 
to incorporate a version of the Immortal Regiment tradition into the 
opening ceremony. This was planned as the climax of the ceremony, in 
fact. An envelope containing a photograph of a Soviet citizen who died 
in the war was to be placed on every seat in the stadium, and at the cul-
mination of the ceremony, the crowd was to fall silent, and every mem-
ber of the audience was to hold up their photograph above their head. 
The International Olympic Committee eventually vetoed this plan on the 
grounds that it would introduce a political dimension to the ceremony 
(Zygar’ 2016: 320). But the story reflects an important impulse at work 
here: to perform this memory and kinship on the global stage, here by 
physically holding up photographs of the faces of the Soviet Union’s war 
dead and subjecting the world’s conscience to their steady gaze.

In an interview with the tabloid Komsomol’skaia pravda BPR leader 
Nikolai Zemtsov defined the message being sent to the world through 
the Immortal Regiment procession. He said:

[the Immortal Regiment is] a kind of translation of energies, emanating 
from Russia and addressed to the whole world. A reminder to Europe… 
“Look at the faces of the soldiers who gave you peace”…. This is one of 
the reasons why the Immortal Regiment procession was not shown in the 
West. (Golubeva 2015b).

The claim that Western media refused to cover the event was made 
frequently; for example, Sergei Shumakov was quoted as saying that 
“The ‘Immortal Regiment’ amazed foreign journalists with its mysteri-
ous power, and ultimately it frightened them. Precisely this is why all the 
Western TV channels showed the Victory Parade, but ignored the mass 
procession of Muscovites” (“‘Bessmertnyi polk’ napugal zapad” 2015).

In general the BPR movement is often viewed as a potential means of 
projecting Russian soft power abroad by instrumentalizing Russia’s war 
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dead. Its international significance has been noted by Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov, who has held up the Immortal Regiment campaign as an 
example of how the important work of cooperating with compatriots 
abroad can be carried out (“Vystuplenie” 2016). It provides a useful tool 
for the process described by Russian Baltic diaspora activist and would- 
be leader of the Immortal Regiment in Estonia Dmitrii Linter as “teach-
ing the world to interpret our victories in a manner profitable for us”  
(“Dmitrii Linter” 2014).

The Myth of Western Victory Denial

The Immortal Regiment movement at least in part draws its energy from 
a hostile myth that has becoming increasingly entrenched in Russian 
public space over the past decade or so: the notion that the West has 
systematically denied the Soviet role in defeating Nazi Germany (see for 
example Putin’s 2015 speech to the Russian “Victory” Organizational 
Committee session in March 2015) (“Zasedanie” 2015). Often this is 
combined with claims that a wholescale whitewashing and rehabilitation 
of the history of fascism is also underway in Western countries, and that 
the West is also covertly sponsoring the same process throughout post-
Soviet space (see for example Bordovaia 2015). Media reports of peo-
ple being persecuted for trying to celebrate Victory Day and/or hold 
Immortal Regiment parades outside of Russia serve to reinforce this 
myth (see for example Neroznikova 2016; “Vystuplenie” 2016).

In turn, the Immortal Regiment is also being inserted into the nar-
rative of Putin’s Russia as leading the world’s “anti-fascist” forces. For 
commentator Rostislav Ishchenko, “The ‘Immortal Regiment’ takes 
the last trump card away from Western propagandists—their attempt to 
present the Great Victory as a purely Russian national entertainment. 
It gathers under its banners an anti-fascist international” (Ishchenko 
2015). Deputy head of the war veterans’ organization Boevoe bratstvo 
Gennadii Shorokhov likewise commented that the Immortal Regiment 
represented:

not only love of ancestors, but also the active position of Russians in 
defending the truth about the war. The truth about the fact that the USSR 
and the Red Army won the war. The parades took place in the EU, in 
the US, not only in Russia. This testifies to the fact that we have support, 
that our compatriots are united with us, this is a unified Russian space… 
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Let the whole world know: Russians big and small have gathered and will 
gather together to defend their Victory. (cited in Samoilov 2015)

One reason why this myth is so powerful is that it contains a grain of 
truth. Since the beginning of the war in Ukraine in particular, there have 
been instances of inaccurate and inflammatory high-level statements on 
the subject of the Soviet role in the war, such as Polish Foreign Minister 
Grzegorz Schetyna’s statement in January 2015 that Auschwitz was lib-
erated by Ukrainians rather than Russians, or Ukrainian Prime Minister 
Arsenii Yatseniuk’s statement the same month on “the Soviet invasion 
of Ukraine and Germany” (this last was perhaps misrepresented in the 
pro-Kremlin media, where it was used as part of the campaign to brand 
Yatseniuk as a neo-Nazi) (see Izvestiia 2015). Perhaps more importantly, 
it is the case that popular levels of consciousness of the Soviet role in 
the war are generally low throughout the Western world. Surveys taken 
among young people in the USA have routinely shown low awareness of 
the fact that the USA and USSR were Allies during World War II. For 
the most part, however, lack of popular knowledge in the West when it 
comes to the Soviet role in World War II is overwhelmingly a matter of 
simple ignorance of basic historical facts at the broader level, and claims 
that this ignorance is the result of a deliberate policy of suppressing or 
denying historical facts are deeply misleading.

Nevertheless, the myth of Western denial of the Soviet Victory has 
now become so entrenched in Russian public life that it qualifies as an 
example of what Stuart J. Kaufman calls a “myth-symbol complex” 
(Kaufman 2001: 16). As such, it has strong mobilizational power, pre-
cisely because of the strength of the family memory of the immense war-
time sufferings in Russia and elsewhere in post-Soviet space.13 This myth 
is frequently couched in the language of national humiliation. Memory 
functions here as a site of existential threat; and as a sacred and pure 
object demanding protection at all costs, up to and including the use of 
armed force.

The “Real” Civil Society

The sheer numbers of people taking part in the Immortal Regiment 
processions make this event ideal material for supporting claims about 
the popularity of the Putin regime. Contrasts are frequently drawn to 
the size of oppositional rallies, with a view to demonstrating that the 



326   J. Fedor

Immortal Regiment constitutes the face of the real Russian civil soci-
ety, sometimes said to be only now awakening in Russia. An article on 
the Russian Spring website, for example, commented that the Immortal 
Regiment was “probably the largest ever procession in the history of 
Russia … This is the main outcome of the awakening of a genuine civil 
society in Russia” (Rakhmetov 2015) (original emphasis—JF).

In a similar vein, it was asserted that:

Now [after the success of the Immortal Regiment] it will be very hard for 
non-systemic liberals to talk about the “successes” of the protest rallies 
of the past year. Because all their “tens of thousands of protesters” pale 
in comparison to the human torrent of the “Immortal Regiment”… The 
columns of the “Immortal Regiment” have already been called a genu-
ine march of millions and a genuine march of dignity. And this is right. 
(Samoilov 2015)

The issue of authenticity is key here, with the Immortal Regiment con-
trasted to the notion of color revolutions as manufactured and spon-
sored by foreigners. Given the periodic scandals for example during the 
2011–2012 oppositional protests over crowds bused in and paid to take 
part in pro-regime demonstrations, the Immortal Regiment’s creden-
tials as a genuine movement from below make it especially valuable here. 
Samoilov’s use of the term “dignity” is also an allusion to the Ukrainian 
“Revolution of Dignity” on the Maidan. A celebrity member of the BPR, 
the actor Mikhail Nozhkin, drew an explicit connection to the Maidan, 
commenting that the Immortal Regiment had shown “that this is an 
awakening that is essential for unification of the narod. There hasn’t 
been such an upsurge of the narodnyi spirit for a long time. In essence, 
the ‘Immortal Regiment’ is in fact an ‘anti-Maidan’” (cited Vinokurov 
2015).

The very sight of such huge crowds of people marching through pub-
lic space in Putin’s Russia is itself striking, particularly in the context of 
how much smaller groups of oppositionists, and indeed lone individual 
protesters, attempting to exercise their constitutional right to peace-
ful public assembly have been treated by the authorities (on which see 
Amnesty International 2014: 6–7). This context is reflected in the curi-
ous incident in May 2015 when United Nations Secretary-General Ban 
Ki-Moon, in Moscow for the Victory Day celebrations and witnessing 
the Immortal Regiment parade, reportedly initially assumed that the 
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parade was an oppositional rally. According to some media reports, he 
later apologized for jumping to this conclusion and commented that the 
Immortal Regiment was proof that Putin had “earned the love of his 
people” (“Ban Ki-Moon” 2015). Whether or not he really said this, it is 
certainly the case that the pro-Kremlin camp has sought to present this 
event as the irrefutable evidence of its overwhelming popularity and to 
insist that this is effectively a rally of people displaying and performing 
their loyalty to the Putin regime. For prominent political scientist and 
government adviser Sergei Markov, for example, the Immortal Regiment 
was an expression of the “huge level of support for Putin” in response 
to Western sanctions and to “the fact that Russians feel that the external 
world is waging hybrid war [against them]. And in this situation they 
… support Putin and the symbol of this consolidation is the ‘Immortal 
Regiment’” (cited Klinch 2015).

Meanwhile, critics of the Immortal Regiment, and oppositionists 
more broadly, were labeled “hereditary Nazis” who were moved by the 
genetic memory of wartime treachery. This trope was activated especially 
after a scandal in May 2015 caused by the reported discovery of a pile 
of Immortal Regiment placards that had apparently been dumped after 
the parade was over, prompting speculation that some participants may 
have been paid to take part (see “V sotssetiakh” 2015). “I’m starting to 
conclude,” wrote one journalist in connection to the critical media cov-
erage of this incident, “that [those who criticize the Immortal Regiment] 
simply don’t have anyone via whom they might join the ‘Immortal 
Regiment.’ Perhaps their kinfolk carried out the role of polizei and trai-
tors in the faraway forties? Genetic memory, you know, is a strong thing” 
(Ryzhevskii 2015). Aleksandr Samoilov wrote in a similar vein that,

There’s also one more theory on why there were no current leaders 
of the opposition in the “Immortal Regiment” column. This might be 
“hereditary.” Well, their ancestors didn’t fight but were also engaged in 
all kinds of “alternative things” in the war years. And somehow it’s a bit 
uncomfortable to remember this (Samoilov 2015).

This notion of “hereditary Nazis” and “hereditary enemies” has 
been a recurring motif in pro-Kremlin media. In May 2016, for exam-
ple, Komsomol’skaia pravda ran a ludicrous story on a “grandson of a 
Nazi attacking a granddaughter of a hero” in Kyiv on Victory Day (Kots 
2016). Literaturnaia gazeta’s editor-in-chief Yurii Poliakov has claimed 
that anti-Russian policies in Poland and Ukraine today are being pro-
moted by “Pilsudski’s grandchildren” and the descendants of Banderites 
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(cited in Kuz’mina 2015). This rhetoric gains credence partly through 
the history of Soviet propaganda on Western governments as the heirs 
to Nazism (on which see Hirszowicz 1993), from which the key images 
and tropes are borrowed, adapted, and also applied to critics of the 
Putin regime more broadly, stigmatizing them as descendants of Nazi 
collaborators.

Fusing the State and the Narod: Family Photographs 
in Private and in Public

The Immortal Regiment has been hailed as representing a fusion of 
family memory and state memory, of the narod and the state. To quote 
Akopov again, in this ritual “[p]eople came together [splotilis’] around 
that which is the source of power of our narod and its state: around the 
memory of ancestors, love and respect for their fate and life” (Akopov 
2015). Putin’s 2016 Victory Day address also highlighted the two, inter-
secting dimensions of the holiday as a day on which the “sacred kin-
ship” of the Russian state and people is affirmed: “The 9th of May is 
both a state holiday, and a very personal family history. It has become a 
symbol of the sacred kinship [sviashchennogo rodstva] of Russia and her 
narod… We are united by deep, penetrating emotions for our fathers, 
grandfathers, great-grandfathers” (“Vladimir Putin” 2016).] Again, 
Putin’s personal participation in the procession in the capacity of an ordi-
nary soldier’s son further underlined this fusion of the top and bottom 
dimensions of Russian war memory. Media commentary emphasized the 
fact that, “[f]or the president, as for the absolute majority of Russians, 
the Great Patriotic War is a part of family history” (“Putin proshel po 
Moskve” 2015).

Yet as we have seen, it is precisely this aspect of the Immortal 
Regiment—its engagement with family experiences of the war—that is 
viewed as threatening by some patriotic commentators. Neo-Stalinist 
Nikolai Starikov has argued that this emphasis on the private, family 
dimension of memory is dangerous since it will lead to a fragmentation 
of national consciousness: “Instead of celebrating this day as a holiday 
of shared unification and Victory, it becomes broken up into millions 
of private ‘mournings’ [skorbei]” (Starikov 2015b). Indeed, as historian 
Nikita Sokolov has pointed out family memories of the war are often dia-
metrically opposed to the official state memory of the war, in that the 
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memories that leave their traces in the family “are precisely the horrors 
of war … not the … generalissimus and Victory” (cited Pavlova and 
Baryshnikov 2016). Moreover, the fact that huge numbers of the soldiers 
depicted in these family photographs are still missing and unaccounted 
for, potentially raises the uncomfortable issue of the state’s failure to ful-
fill its duty to its war dead.14

Nevertheless, in many other respects these family photographs make 
an ideal tool for top-down national/state memory projects, offering a 
powerful way to connect together different levels and dimensions of his-
torical narratives and experiences. Photography’s much-analyzed peculiar 
ability to convey the illusion of direct access to an accurate and true rep-
resentation of reality lends photographs a special status as historical doc-
uments and evidence, as “real” traces of the past.15 This is compounded 
in the case of family photographs in particular by “their embeddedness 
in the fundamental rites of family life” (Hirsch 1997: 5). The particular 
properties of photographic images mean that they cross the line between 
the public and the private with particular ease (Shevchenko 2014: 4), 
and represent a point “where private and community memory meet” 
(Boros 2010: 89). Family photographs thus provide a means of authen-
ticating and authorizing particular narratives; they make it possible to 
humanize and create a direct point of identification with grand narratives 
of the nation’s past, activating the imagination and emotions by showing 
how these narratives are reflected in the life course of an individual.

Most studies of the use of family photographs in post-Soviet Russia 
have focused on the Memorial Society’s use of such photographs in 
order to provide access to suppressed dimensions of the Soviet experi-
ence, so as “to countervail the gloss of official state history” (Sarkisova 
and Shevchenko 2014: 151); but family photographs also offer them-
selves as tools for processes working in the opposite direction as we see 
here, where the state is attempting to use the power of these images in 
order to bolster and authenticate the official narrative of the past. The 
state authorities have engaged with these photographs directly through 
this movement; in Moscow, for example, it is possible to take your fam-
ily photograph to various municipal offices and to have it blown up, fit 
to a standard format, and laminated, free of charge.16 The use of these 
photographs offers a way to fill the gap left by the passing of the gen-
eration of World War II veterans, who were previously a central focus of 
Victory Day commemorative ceremonies.17 Indeed, the transition from 
living veterans to their photographic images opens up new possibilities 
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for instrumentalization of the war memory. The silent form of witnessing 
to the past enacted by these photographs enables a kind of ventriloquiz-
ing—the eyes seem to speak eloquently, the words and meaning can be 
supplied by the state at will.

Animated version with sound available at: http://www.memory.live.
Figure 11.1 shows an especially striking example of how these two 

dimensions—private family memory and public official memory—are 
being fused together in this new tradition, and also commercialized. 
The image shows the 3D “Living Memory” interactive portrait, a mul-
timedia product that was launched in 2016 in Krasnoiarsk. It features 
animated elements, such as a candle flame that flickers in response to 
passers-by, and interactive audio components—one can record and 
play back one’s own “radio show” about the soldier, for example. The 
product is designed specifically for use both as a family shrine to hang 

Fig. 11.1  The 3D “Living Memory” Talking Portrait. Source Valentin 
Slesarchuk, ‘U “Bessmertnogo polka” poiavilsia novyi format’, Utro.ru, 25 
February 2016, http://www.utro.ru/articles/2016/02/25/1272351.shtml

http://www.memory.live
http://www.utro.ru/articles/2016/02/25/1272351.shtml
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on the wall at home for most of the year, and also for public display in 
the annual Immortal Regiment procession. According to its website, it 
is now producing samples for use in educational and other state institu-
tions, apparently on commission from the Russian Ministry of Education 
and Science.18 While the commercial success of this product is unclear, 
the example is suggestive of the ways in which people are being encour-
aged to use these photographs in the public and the private realms inter-
changeably. One journalist wrote of the Immortal Regiment, “Who 
could have thought … that this simple step—printing out a photograph 
and coming out onto the street with it—would warm the hearts and 
souls of millions across the whole country?” (Golubeva 2015a). This 
quote pinpoints an important element of this new tradition: the fact that 
it involves taking these photographs out of the private family domestic 
setting or domain, and transferring them into public space. This then 
renders them potentially available as cultural, ideological, and political 
resources, including for the state.

A Celebration of Vitality

Kul’tura television channel executive Sergei Shumakov has called the 
Immortal Regiment movement “the breathing of soil and fate,” and has 
claimed that it has “returned soil and fate to us” (cited in “‘Bessmertnyi 
polk’ napugal zapad” 2015). This imagery can be linked back to various 
strands of the Russian nationalist tradition such as pochvennichestvo or 
the Village Prose movement. The pro-Kremlin language of war memory 
today is one that is also saturated with blood and soil, and with biologi-
cal metaphors. In the remainder of the chapter I examine some of these 
key tropes.

First, there is a strong preoccupation here with what we might char-
acterize under the umbrella term of “vitality.” The Immortal Regiment 
is frequently said to have revitalized the Russian war memory, and made 
it young again. As Marakhovskii put it: “The ‘Immortal Regiment’ has 
given Victory Day a second life … without any grey hair and without 
any nostalgia” (Marakhovskii 2016). This is a new incarnation of Victory, 
and a new incarnation of Russia, an awakening of new life. For Vladimir 
Mamontov, head of Govorit Moskva radio, the May 2015 Victory Day 
celebrations had made him realize that “I was mistaken when I won-
dered whether our Victory had grown old… She is young, full of power” 
(“Vopros dnia” 2015).
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Both official and popular forms of Russian war commemorative para-
phernalia are characterized by a striking prevalence of imagery featuring 
children and babies—both today’s living children, and children as yet 
unborn.19 The pervasiveness of images of infants and children dressed in 
Great Patriotic War Soviet military uniform was particularly noticeable 
during the 2015 and 2016 Victory Day commemorations,20 and espe-
cially in Crimea. Mothers paraded in uniform together with their young 
children in prams in Simferopol’ on Victory Day 2015 (Oblomov 2015); 
and to mark the Day of Defender of the Fatherland (23 February) in 
Crimea in 2016 a group of mothers took part in a ceremony in which 
their new-born baby boys were issued their call-up papers in advance (“V 
Krymu” 2016). We might read this trope as another instance of the way 
in which trauma is being transmuted back into triumph, and mourning 
into aggression, but an aggression that is righteous, “pure,” and inno-
cent, and hence embodied in the symbol of the child or infant warrior.

This preoccupation is also a characteristic of Russian official discourse 
more broadly. Consider for example the recent spate of laws related to 
children’s issues, in which putative concerns over the safety and wellbe-
ing of Russian children have been used as a pretext for politically moti-
vated legislation, as in the case of the 2012 Dima Yakovlev law which 
banned US citizens from adopting Russian children in response to the 
Magnitsky bill. The need to protect children has been held up as justifi-
cation for internet censorship and for the 2013 anti-gay propaganda law, 
and pro-Kremlin organizations such as “Russkie materi” (created 2011) 
campaign to raise awareness of what they view as the repressive practices 
of Western state social services and rescue Russian children subjected to 
these abroad.21 In 2016, Putin’s “Direct Line” conversation with the 
nation was noteworthy for the prominence of children among the par-
ticipants (and much mocked on social media for this).

The flipside of this trope is the notion of the “degeneracy” of the 
West, standing in stark contrast to the vitality and purity of the “Russian 
world.” This degeneracy and corruption is connected to Western 
Europe’s distorted memory of World War II. Thus for example, the 
head of the Night Wolves bikers “The Surgeon,” one of the high-profile 
celebrity participants of the Immortal Regiment parade, commented that 
the 2015 Victory Day celebrations were not just a triumph for Russia 
but were also about “testing Europe for lice” (“Vopros dnia” 2015). 
Even more radically dehumanizing imagery of this kind is reserved for 
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pro-Maidan Ukrainians; not only do they lack “vitality,” but they are 
strikingly often cast as the living dead, whether in the form of visual 
memes circulating online in which Maidan activists are styled as zom-
bies (as in “Ukrainski zombilend” 2014), or in texts such as Roman 
Nosikov’s diatribe against Ukrainian nationalism:

The truth is that so-called “Ukrainian nationalism” is nothing but decay-
ing flesh which has already proved that it has no place in the land of the 
living, but which is still able to walk, kill, and sing hymns to death and 
decomposition. And the truth is also that envy of life, nobility, and victory 
prevents this zombie even from dying in a dignified way—it’s capable only 
of carking it in the midst of lies and paroxysms of hatred. (Nosikov 2015)

Again, strikingly often, such imagery contains the notion that it is the 
wrong kind of memory of the war, or a lack of memory of the war, 
that is to blame for this state of affairs—note, for example, in the pas-
sage above, the reference to the Ukrainian “envy of victory.” Likewise, 
it is precisely through an attack on the Russian memory of Victory that 
enemies seek to destroy Russia. For Nikolai Starikov, the ultimate aim 
being pursued by Russia’s enemies in Ukraine is “to bury the memory of 
Russia’s victories and to solve the ‘Russian’ question definitively. Simply 
to annihilate us [Prosto chtoby nas ne bylo.]” (Starikov 2014: 7).

Meanwhile, the Victory itself is cast as confirmation and the result 
of the Russian people’s innate vitality (or passionarnost’, to borrow the 
popular term coined by Lev Gumilev). In 2016, Putin described the 
Victory as evidence of the “genuine life force of our narod” (“Vladimir 
Putin” 2016). In turn, the memory of the Victory serves as the source 
of kind of esoteric power, as in Sergei Markov’s claims that: “We draw 
power from this Great Victory… We take these photographs, so as to 
take possession of the power of these photographs for ourselves” (cited 
in “Osoboe mnenie” 2016). For Markov, this power is needed in order 
to defend Russia from dismemberment and annihilation. He sees the rise 
of the Immortal Regiment as the Russian people’s response to events in 
Ukraine:

[W]hy did [the Immortal Regiment] become so popular only after the 
coup in Ukraine? Because this is a war, everyone understands this very 
well… [T]he Immortal Regiment is our reaction to this war [being waged 
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by the West] against Russia… [T]he Immortal Regiment… is a great 
ascension of the narod with the aim of defending its country. (ibid.)

Conclusion

[We] have a new war now. A new narod is taking shape in our country. We 
must win this war!… You know, the Immortal Regiment—essentially this is 
the new Russian [rossiiskii] narod. The new rossiiskii narod.

Sergei Markov. (cited in “Osoboe mnenie” 2016)

This chapter has outlined the contours of the official and patriotic dis-
course surrounding the war memory in Russia as it has been taking 
shape since the beginning of the war in Ukraine and expressed through 
the pro-Kremlin commentary on the Immortal Regiment movement. 
As this quote from Sergei Markov illustrates, the Immortal Regiment 
movement is being claimed first and foremost as marking the emer-
gence of something new: a new stage in the development of the Russian 
nation—the genesis of a new form of that nation, even. While the 
Immortal Regiment ritual is focused on remembering a past war, for 
the pro-Kremlin camp, its significance has everything to do with present 
and future wars. The nature of these wars is often left undefined, but it 
is clear that they may be both international and internal in scope, and 
that domestic enemies are among those who will have to be defeated in 
these conflicts.

As we have seen, this latest incarnation of Russian war memory is a 
high-octane discourse, built on hostile myths that depict Russian mem-
ory and identity as radically under threat, and that potentially justify and 
fuel inter-ethnic violence. Within this discourse, memory of the war takes 
on a life of its own—if taken to its logical conclusion, then citizens are 
transformed into mere vehicles of an immutable genetic memory which 
has value in its own right and which must be reproduced at all costs. 
This is a discourse that has already been used to justify military aggres-
sion in Ukraine, and that is being used most fundamentally as a tool for 
bolstering the current regime’s legitimacy. At the most basic level this 
war memory is being framed literally as a matter of life and death—of 
“vitality” twinned with and fueled by the willingness to shed blood in 
the name of that vitality.
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Notes

	 1. � The Immortal Regiment movement has sparked a counter-action, the 
“Immortal Barracks,” aimed at shifting the focus onto the memory of 
victims of state terror; see further http://bessmertnybarak.ru.

	 2. � Historian Ivan Kurilla is one of those who take a more optimistic view of 
the Immortal Regiment phenomenon (see Reut 2016). For a discussion 
of the movement’s transformative potential, see Gabowitsch (2016).

	 3. � Thus, paradoxical statements like the following become possible: “Russian 
[russkaia] national pride is in general a unique thing, because it’s inter-
national. There’s no way it can be compared with Nazism, because in 
our country Russians and Ukrainians fought in the same ranks” (Bukker 
2015). For reflections on the instrumentalization of the figure of the Red 
Army soldier in connection with Soviet war graves in Poland, see Nowak 
(2013); and on the construction of the “Soviet fighting family,” from 
which certain groups were excluded, see Weiner (2012).

	 4. � The fact that the parade was granted permission to march across 
Red Square was significant here. The territory of Red Square is a spe-
cial category of public space that comes under the direct auspices of 
the president, and the fact that Putin had personally granted permis-
sion to march across the Square was emphasized by the BPR leaders 
(“Obshchestvennaia organizatsiia” 2016).

	 5. � burckina_faso is not one of the top bloggers, but has a respectable rating 
position on Livejournal: 427 overall and 18 for Volga region (as at  
17 December 2016); http://burckina-faso.livejournal.com/profile.

	 6. � “Immortal Regiment—Moscow” (parad-msk.ru) is also part of “Immortal 
Regiment of Russia.” The story of its leader Nikolai Zemtsov’s relations 
with the original civic movement is complicated and tortuous; one side of 
the story is told at moypolk.ru.

	 7. � It should be noted that as Mischa Gabowitsch (2016) has pointed out, 
the grassroots movement has also cooperated in various ways with local 
state authorities and other powerful institutions such as Gazprom from 
the outset, and so the state–society divide should not be overstated; but 
the organizers have attempted to set limits on such cooperation.

	 8. � Later, United Russia member Viacheslav Makarov would claim that the 
party had been involved in creating the movement; “We have given 
immortal life to the heroes of the war,” he said (“Spiker” 2016). The 
Russian Ministry of Culture also claimed credit for organizing the 
Immortal Regiment processions in its 2014 report (Ministerstvo Kul’tury 
RF 2015: 13).

http://bessmertnybarak.ru
http://burckina-faso.livejournal.com/profile
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	 9. � This is according to Lapenkov, cited Galeeva (2015). See also the com-
ment by the leader of the “Search Movement of Russia” Yelena Tsunaeva 
that the development of the BPR (presumably, she meant its growth 
and its increasingly close relationship to the state) was similar to that of 
the search movement; that the founders must understand that the ini-
tiative needs “to develop,” and that if they did not wish to undertake 
such development then they should leave this to others; cited Vinokurov 
(2015). On the poiskoviki, see Chapter 14.

	 10. � They have invited and crowdsourced reports of such violations, which are 
gathered at http://www.moypolk.ru/gauptvahta.

	 11. � They also proposed the radical solution of dissolving all existing struc-
tures, including their own, before convening a “legitimate congress of the 
real coordinators” (ibid.).

	 12. � As various commentators pointed out in social media, this dimension of 
the Immortal Regiment uncannily recalls nineteenth-century philosopher 
Nikolai Fedorov’s project aimed at resurrecting the dead.

	 13. � According to a 2015 survey, 52% of Russians report that a close relative 
perished during the Great Patriotic War; 20 percent say a close relative 
went missing; 22% do not know or unable to say whether any family 
members were killed in the war; Levinson (2015).

	 14. � Some estimates place the number of Russian soldiers still missing and 
unaccounted for at around five million; see further the website of the 
Forgotten Regiment project, which is aimed at identifying and document-
ing Russian soldiers missing from this and other wars: http://www.polk.
ru/vojjna-v-chechne/. The Putin government has taken a series of meas-
ures aimed at rectifying this situation and particularly focused on locat-
ing the families of soldiers who never received their decorations; see for 
example: http://podvignaroda.mil.ru/.

	 15. � The classic texts here are Sontag (1977) and Barthes (1981).
	 16. � See parad-msk.ru for details on the free service offered by all Moscow 

municipal state service centers for printing out portraits for use in the 
Immortal Regiment procession.

	 17. � As Sarkisova and Shevchenko point out, family photographs “reside at the 
intersection between cultural and communicative memory” (2014: 151). 
On this distinction see further the Introduction to this volume.

	 18. � http://memory.live/ (accessed 17 December 2016).
	 19. � See for example Odessan child singer Anna Komiakova’s performance 

of the song “Aist na kryshe,” available at: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=emThQlfdEBk. While the song’s lyrics celebrate peace, this is 
a peace that is only enabled by the military hardware over which children 

http://www.moypolk.ru/gauptvahta
http://www.polk.ru/vojjna-v-chechne/
http://www.polk.ru/vojjna-v-chechne/
http://podvignaroda.mil.ru/
http://memory.live/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=emThQlfdEBk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=emThQlfdEBk
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clamber in the background in the course of the video, perhaps reflect-
ing the ways in which this kind of militarism arises out of a fundamen-
tal desire for security, sought in a powerful state capable of threatening 
potential enemies and enabling its population to live out the fantasy of a 
childlike and innocent existence. Cf. the “pervasiveness of the theme of 
infants” in French World War I patriotic culture; Huss (2004). See also 
Chap. 9. On biological national discourses in contemporary Russia, see 
also Hemment (2012: 249–250).

	 20. � See for example a Blagoveshchensk billboard featuring an infant, wear-
ing nothing but a pilotka, with the slogan: “I’m going to be a hero too, 
like my great-grandpa”; image available at: http://antikor.com.ua/
articles/102370-ljapy_ko_dnju_pobedy_spasibo_bebu_za_podebu/print.

	 21. � See the movement’s official website: http://www.russianmothers.ru/.
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