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I noticed the signs advertising Russia’s National Flag Day on the Saint Petersburg 
metro shortly after I arrived in the city at the beginning of August 2022. 
Although it wasn’t easy for me to find out exactly what was happening, in part 
because my Russian isn’t very good, I’m pleased to report that on Flag Day 
itself, I did eventually manage to find at least two relevant things. The first one 
was a small stage decorated with red, white, and blue balloons near Palace 
Square in the center of town. But nothing much was happening there, so I sat 
on a bench for a while and took some photographs. 

‘Flag Day in Russia is a day of hope. It’s a reminder of what’s possible when people unite for a cause. 

[…] There’s something about national flags. The sight of them fluttering in the wind can cause emotion 

in even the most jaded beings’ (‘Russia National Flag Day…’  n.d.).

The second one was the main event, which took place that evening 
in Saint Isaac’s Square. Here was a much bigger stage, the kind you might see 
at a rock festival or a big political rally, populated by all kinds of performers: 
singers, dancers, a couple of glamorous TV-style comperes, and a troupe 
of young, enthusiastic synchronized flag wavers.
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The area directly in front of the stage was cordoned off by a temporary 
metal perimeter fence. For an ordinary member of the public to access the 
space, they had to pass through one of the security stations that were dotted 
intermittently around the fence. But no one, it seems, had either wanted or been 
able to do that. Apart from the police and some security staff, the area in front 
of the stage was deserted. It seems the ‘people of Saint Petersburg,’ most 
of them, had for whatever reason conspicuously absented themselves from 
the whole event; had met every song and every meticulously choreographed 
dance routine with silence; had, six months after the ‘special military operation’ 
in Ukraine began, resisted the comperes’ injunctions to identify with ‘our’ 
national story and decided to do something else instead.
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The next day I discovered a short news story about the event 
in Saint Isaac’s Square. It consisted of a headline—‘National Flag Day 
celebrated in Saint Petersburg, Russia’; three different photographs, by Irina 
Motina, with identical captions: ‘People participate in the National Flag Day 
celebrations in Saint Petersburg, Russia, Aug. 22, 2022’; and no body text. 
The story appeared in the Central Committee for the Chinese Communist 
Party’s People’s Daily Online (Wu and Liang 2022). Courtesy of People’s Daily, 
I discovered that shortly after I’d left Saint Isaac’s Square that evening, a giant 
Russian flag had been unfurled there, under which, according to one of Irina 
Motina’s color photographs, several people do appear to have enjoyed 
themselves. And to the side of which, according to another one of Motina’s 
photographs, several more people also appear to have enjoyed themselves, 
waving national flags and, of course, being photographed by Irina Motina.
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