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Throughout its history, cinema has served not only as a medium for artistic expression, but also as a powerful tool for
constructing collective memory and shaping political narratives. Documentary and pseudo-documentary formats, in
particular, have the capacity to interpret the past and influence perceptions of the future—especially when memory
itself is instrumentalized for political purposes. In this context, the state strategically employs cinema as a key
soft power mechanism, reinforcing a “preferred” version of history, transmitting ideological values, and exerting
influence over public consciousness.

This presentation examines how Russian cinematography—particularly in the period following the 2008 Russo-
Georgian war—serves both as an archive of historical memory and as a means of ideological influence. The focus is
on how the August War and the South Ossetian conflict are interpreted in Russian military-patriotic films through
the lens of memory politics and political narratives.

The research explores how cinematic language transforms historical conflict into narratives of “heroic survival,”
“Russian peacekeeping missions,” or “legitimate intervention”—contributing to Russia’s aim to maintain geopolitical
influence and mobilize national identity through political means.

The first film on the 2008 war, O/ympus Inferno (released on March 29, 2009), appeared just months after the
war ended, signaling that the conflict extended beyond the battlefield. It continues in the cinematic realm, where
ideological confrontation persists through the language of media and culture. In this context, cinema is not merely
a reflection of time but becomes an active participant in the construction of history and a mechanism for shaping
ideological narratives.

over time it has evolved not only into a me-
dium of artistic self-expression, but also into
a powerful tool for constructing collective memory
and shaping political narratives. This is particular-
ly evident in documentary and pseudo-documenta-

T he history of cinema clearly demonstrates that
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ry formats, which are used not only to interpret the
past but also as tools for shaping the future.

States deliberately use cinema as one of the
most significant mechanisms of soft power - to cre-
ate and reinforce “preferred” versions of history, to
transmit ideological values, and to influence public
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consciousness. This is especially visible in cases
where the state assumes the role of regulator of
cultural production and plays a decisive role in shap-
ing historical narratives and constructing collective
memory. Such cultural products reflect reality not as
much as they interpret it, with the primary aim of
transforming “memory” into a political tool that can
later be managed and deployed as needed.

Jan Assmann describes this process as the for-
mation of “cultural memory”—the transformation of
the past into a “normative past” through symbolic
forms (including cinema), which in turn shapes a so-
ciety’s self-perception and identity.! In this context,
cinema becomes a space where history is not merely
archived but processed and ideologically construct-
ed.

The state, as the principal agent of memory poli-
tics, intentionally uses cinema to create “preferred”
versions of events, define the roles of victim and ag-
gressor, and embed these roles in public conscious-
ness. Constructed “reality” eventually becomes ac-
cepted as legitimate reality. This process is close-
ly linked to Joseph Nye’s concept of “soft power,”
according to which cultural production enables a
state to influence not through coercion but through
symbolic and narrative dominance? Thus, cinema
becomes not only a cultural product but also a tool
of international political communication.

The case of Russian cinema, especially in the pe-
riod following the 2008 Russo-Georgian War, clearly
illustrates how cultural production is instrumental-
ized for ideological purposes. Films such as O/ympus
Inferno function not only as artistic narratives but
also as forms of political communication, offering
audiences pre-constructed interpretations. These
films create emotional frameworks - empathy, fear,
outrage - guiding audiences not toward critical re-
flection but toward accepting a ready-made narra-
tive.

In this process, pseudo-documentary aesthetics
and the “effect of reality” play a crucial role, creating
an illusion of credibility. As Andrew Hoskins states,
modern media produces “digital memory,” where
past and present blur together and history becomes
a constantly reproduced narrative construct.® As a

result, historical factis no longer perceived as a sub-
ject of discussion and multi-perspective analysis,
but is transformed into a fixed memory construct.
In this way, cinema becomes not merely a medium
that reflects history, but an active instrument in its
formation - an architect of memory that determines
how society understands the past and perceives
current political realities.

What story does Russian cinema tell, particular-
ly after the 2008 war? What is archived in collec-
tive memory, and how does the Russian state use
cinema as a tool of ideological influence? How is
the August War interpreted in Russian films with-
in the framework of memory politics and political
narratives? How is a historical conflict transformed,
through cinematic language, into narratives of “he-
roic rescue,” “saving the oppressed from the oppres-
sor,” “justice,” “peacekeeping mission,” or “legiti-
mate intervention” - all of which serve Russia’s aim
of maintaining geopolitical influence and mobilizing
national identity?

Any historical film reflects not only the past but
also the ideology of the political and cultural context
in which it is produced. It represents its time while
simultaneously creating history, operating within
the emotional dimension that forms the foundation
of collective memory. It does not aim to objectively
depict past events; rather, it interprets the past in
line with the cultural and ideological discourse of a
particular period. A film does not tell us what hap-
pened - it shows us how we “want” or are made to
remember what happened.

The first feature film to address the events of
the 2008 Russo-Georgian War appeared just a few
months after the end of the conflict - O/ympus In-
ferno (March 29, 2009, directed by Igor Vaoloshin). It
became clear that the war did not end on the bat-
tlefield; instead, it sought new spaces in which to
continue in different forms. One such space is the
cinematic sphere, where ideological confrontation is
translated into the language of media and culture. In
this sense, cinema is not merely a reflection of time
but an active participant in constructing history and
shaping ideological imagery.

The film’s title itself is symbolic and evokes mul-

1 Jan Assmann, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity,” New German Critique, no. 65 (1995): 125-133.
2 Joseph S. Nye Jr., Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (New York: PublicAffairs, 2004), 5.
3 Andrew Hoskins, “Television and the Collapse of Memory,” Time & Society 13, no. 1(2004): 109-127
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tiple associations. On one hand, “Olympus” recalls
the mythological dwelling place of the gods; on the
other, “Inferno” suggests hell. Symbolically, every-
thing that turns into “hell” on earth appears to be
controlled from above by those in power. Alterna-
tively, “Olympus” may also allude to the Olympic
Games, which coincided with the August 2008 war.
The film’s authors, however, refer to O/ympus Infer-
no as a species of butterfly, which a Russian journal-
ist and an American entomologist of Russian origin
travel to the conflict zone to find.

This symbolic dualism (“Olympus” vs. “Inferno”)
creates a two-level narrative: high-level political
decisions on one side and the human tragedies and
territorial losses resulting from those decisions on
the other.

The film constructs a narrative in which Russians
and Ossetians are portrayed as vulnerable victims,
while Georgians are depicted as aggressors bomb-
ing civilians. Scenes of children, elderly people, and
women dying serve a single purpose: to evoke em-
pathy toward Russians and Ossetians and hostility
toward Georgians. The mechanism is clear: visual
trauma emotional shock creation of a moral hierar-
chy (“Russia protects humanity”).

Presented under the guise of objectivity, the
Russian version of events establishes its narrative
as historical “truth.” This is one of the most refined
forms of memory politics: the viewer does not per-
ceive propaganda as such, and their sympathy—di-
rected toward so-called eyewitnesses - is in fact
redirected toward the aggressor.

The film integrates political messaging directly,
including a televised address by then-Russian Pres-
ident Dmitry Medvedev, emphasizing Russia’s duty
to protect its citizens. This reflects a central thesis
of Russian foreign policy: that Russia is compelled
to defend populations (in this case Ossetians) from
alleged genocide—a narrative that has remained
central in Russian political discourse since 2008.

Cinema thus transforms political propaganda into
cultural memory—a “history” that takes root in the
viewer’s consciousness. The illusion of documentary
truth leads audiences to believe what they see not
because of strong evidence, but because it appears
real.

Olympus Inferno became one of the first visual
interpretations of the 2008 war in Russian society.
Such representations later became embedded in
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media and educational systems, forming a lasting
historical narrative for future generations. The film is
not merely a work of fiction; it is an agent of memory
politics that shapes a collective national memory in
Russia’s favor and contributes to broader geopolit-
ical narratives, including the annexation of Crimea
(2014) and the ongoing war in Ukraine since 2022.

The film exemplifies how cinema constructs
collective memory and becomes a “cultural archi-
tect” of history. As Assmann notes, cultural memory
transforms the past into a “normative past,” where
factual accuracy becomes secondary to the per-
sistence of memory - what matters is not whether
events occurred as depicted, but that they are re-
membered that way.

Thus, historical cinema becomes an “education-
al tool” that conveys political interpretations of the
past rather than objective history. In O/ympus Infer-
no, the 2008 war is not simply recounted; it is rein-
terpreted in a way that aligns with Russian societal
memory: Georgia attacked, Russia defended, and
the West remained passive.

Through emotional shock and simplified narrative
structures (war = Georgia = aggressor), the film en-
codes memory using classic propaganda techniques.
This approach aligns with a broader Russian histori-
cal narrative that frames conflicts—from World War
Il to contemporary wars—as part of a continuous
mission of defense and salvation.

Cinema, therefore, not only shapes how the past
is remembered but also prepares society for the fu-
ture. If cinema turns politics into memaory, memory
becomes the foundation of identity. This is why such
narratives are reinforced in Russian schools, media,
and public discourse as official history.

Olympus Inferno does not depict war; it con-
structs a collective perception of it. Using visual
trauma, emotional dramatization, and pseudo-docu-
mentary style, it presents propaganda in a sophisti-
cated form. Historical reality is replaced by “memo-
ry-imprinted reality,” perceived as the only possible
version of events.

In this sense, cinema becomes an architect of
memory rather than a recorder of history, and mem-
ory becomes a tool of politics.

Information warfare, in this context, is not only
about territory or military advantage, but about con-
trol over interpretation—who controls the narrative
of history. According to Nye’s concept of soft power,
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states influence others through cultural and symbol-
ic dominance rather than coercion®. Russian state
policy actively uses cinema as a key instrument of
memory politics to construct its own version of his-
tory and reinforce perceptions of its actions as nec-
essary, protective, and morally justified.

Cinema transforms historical trauma into a tool
of political legitimation and creates an “alternative
memory,” often aimed at international audiences.
As Hoskins argues, modern media produces “digital
memory” that reshapes the relationship between
past and present, turning history into a narrative in-
strument®.

Thus, Olympus Inferno is not merely an artistic
interpretation of war—it is an active participant in
constructing history and directing collective memory.

Cinema does not aim to preserve facts; it shapes
collective memory, including “alternative memo-
ry” for external audiences, framing war as part of a
broader political and strategic process.

State-controlled cinema plays a crucial role in
shaping historical narratives and constructing col-
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