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Abstract
Using conceptual frameworks from classical reception and fascism 
studies, this paper presents a case study of how the ultranationalist, 
Orthodox organization, the Russian Imperial Movement (RIM), uses 
elements of Greco‑Roman and late antiquity to reinterpret the ‘Russia is 
the Third Rome’ trope to construct a palingenetic ultranationalist myth 
that grounds the group’s quasi‑mystical political ideology to attract 
supporters and recruit fighters to the war in Ukraine. After an overview 
of how the Kremlin refigures Greek and Roman material for the purposes 
of expansionist nation‑building and to legitimize its control of Crimea, 
as well as a brief consideration of Moscow’s adversarial relationship 
with its military proxies, this paper will undertake a critical reading of 
selections of RIM’s digital content, symbols, and language to consider 
how the group refigures, resignifies, and reenacts aspects of Greco‑Roman 
culture, focusing particularly on its reception of Christian Rome, and 
the ideological purposes each new appropriation serves.

Keywords: Russian ultranationalism, ethnonationalism, classical 
reception, extremism, national identity, nation‑building, Ukraine war, 
military proxy

Słowa kluczowe: rosyjski ultranacjonalizm, etnonacjonalizm, recepcja 
antyku, ekstremizm, tożsamość narodowa, budowanie narodu, wojna 
w Ukrainie, zastępcze formacje zbrojne

The Polish Journal of the Arts and Culture. New Series 21
(1/2025): 29–50 [article]

https://doi.org/10.4467/24506249PJ.25.014.23414



this speech argues that the government is deliberately keeping the diaspo-
ra abroad because its members are seen by the political parties currently in 
power as a mere source of remittances. Adopting policies that would allow 
them to return could jeopardise the current political status quo. The politi-
cal agenda behind this is that the ruling parties want to keep the same rep-
resentatives in the EU. According to AUR, this is one of the reasons why the 
ruling parties oppose increasing the number of polling stations abroad or 
why they thwart AUR-recommended laws that would increase the number of 
seats in the Romanian Parliament given to Romanian citizens living abroad 
(AUR 2023a). AUR claims that these measures deliberately weaken the dias-
pora politically, as Romanians living abroad have the ability to overthrow 
the current political system with their votes if they were adequately repre-
sented (Alianța pentru Unirea Românilor – AUR 2024d).

The current political establishment keeps the diaspora in exile abroad, but 
AUR refers to them as a nation outside their country of origin. When visiting 
Romanian diaspora communities, the party leadership characterises these Ro-
manian citizens as heirs to a bygone era of European and Romanian civilisation. 
Every citizen in the Romanian diaspora is characterised in the AUR’s discourse 
as possessing inviolable components of national identity, including the nation-
al flag, language, customs, chants and Christian values (Alianța pentru Unirea 
Românilor – AUR 2024d). This discourse functions as an identification mecha-
nism by organising the Romanian diaspora into what the AUR calls its militia, 
or oaste. In this militia, or oaste, there are two important roles for the diaspora. 
First and foremost, the Romanian diaspora is portrayed as a domestic political 
influencer in Romania, because individuals living abroad send money home and 
thus have an authority that allows them to influence their relatives living there.

AUR’s campaign messages make a strong case for the diaspora’s increased 
involvement in this role, emphasising that the diaspora should use its influence 
to persuade Romanians in the country to support AUR’s national and global 
campaigns. This, in turn, would allow them to live up to the Romanian spir-
it. In this sense, the messages of the AUR campaign heavily emphasised the 
word “struggle,” presenting the 2024 European elections as a struggle for the 
survival of the Romanian nation, making it a conflict between good and evil.

The second function of the diaspora in the 2024 campaign is external. This 
level of the party’s discourse emphasises the diaspora’s ability to influence the 
European elections. At this level, the campaign’s messages aim to create a nar-
rative of mobilisation that will compel members of the diaspora to vote for the 
party. Resolving the split identities of the diaspora is another aim of the AUR 
identification mechanism, developed through the use of the terms “oaste” or 
“militia” during the EU election campaign. As shown in the theoretical section 
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of this article, migration involves a significant change of context, which typi-
cally leads to difficulties in adapting to the new social and political landscape 
in the host country. Because it allows migrants to reclaim their true identity as 
Romanians, the identification that AUR offers the Romanian diaspora through 
its discourses is a powerful tool. I have chosen two stories of AUR party mem-
bers from the diaspora used in the campaign to illustrate this mechanism.

The first such example is the Romanian expatriate who welcomed guests 
to the AUR event “Diaspora revives patriots” in Germany, which took place 
during the campaign for the 2024 European elections. In his speech, he ex-
pressed his disappointment with what he termed “the so-called Romanian 
intellectual elites” of the last 30 years for their mismanagement of the coun-
try. Despite having lived abroad for more than 17 years, he felt he could make 
a contribution to his home country and set up an AUR branch in the German 
state of Baden‑Württemberg. His two children served as one of his justifica-
tions for supporting the AUR-led movement, as he claimed that gender ide-
ology may harm them (AUR 2023b). The second example is the coordinator 
of the AUR Diaspora branch, Ramona Lovin, who lived abroad in Italy for 
more than a decade. The AUR coordinator has stated in several speeches in 
Romania and abroad that the unreliability of the current Romanian political 
class was her main reason for joining AUR, although she joined the party after 
considering returning home (Alianța pentru Unirea Românilor Italia 2024).

Conclusions

Summary of Results and Limitations

The empirical focus of this work was the AUR’s online campaign and cam-
paign messages for the 2024 European elections. From a theoretical perspec-
tive, the focus was to conceptualise the political and electoral discourse of 
the AUR as a political fantasy. To do this, I first applied the Lacanian defini-
tion of fantasy as translated into nationalism studies (Stavrakakis and Chry-
soloras 2006). I concluded that AUR uses three elements in its discourse to 
create a political fantasy. The first is a golden age which is a nostalgic meta-
phor for several periods in Romanian history when, according to the party, 
the people were united and the country was sovereign. Second, the Brussels 
neo‑Marxists and the current Romanian political establishment are the vil-
lains in AUR’s campaign, as they prevent people from enjoying the fantasy 
in the present. Third, the identification mechanism in the fantasy produced 
by AUR in this campaign is the idea of the “AUR militia”, which allows voters 
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to identify with the party’s platform. This research has two limitations. First, 
since this is a qualitative study, I used a small sample of twenty‑five prima-
ry sources. Second, I selected only one category of data from the campaign, 
namely online sources. If I had conducted interviews, the results might have 
been different or more complex.

Further Implications: Fantasies and the Presidential Candidate 
Călin Georgescu

In addition to the AUR campaign, another example of the use of fantasy in 
political discourse is the presidential candidacy of Călin Georgescu. During 
the first round of the 2024 presidential elections, Georgescu, an independ-
ent candidate who had previously been ignored by the press and polls, man-
aged to lead with 22.94% of the vote domestically and 43.16% in the diaspora. 
Despite his surprising result, Georgescu is not a new name in the political 
landscape. In 2020, he was nominated by AUR for the office of Prime Minis-
ter, while in 2022 he was proposed as Honorary President of AUR. The party 
later parted ways with Georgescu due to his radical positions. Later, the first 
round of the presidential election was annulled by the Romanian Constitu-
tional Court after reports were released by Romanian intelligence services 
pointing to Russian interference in the electoral process. Georgescu’s 2024 
presidential campaign focused exclusively on TikTok, where his statements 
were disseminated with the help of bots and influencers. Although reports 
show that his campaign was funded by external actors, including Russia, 
this does not fully explain why his discourse convinced more than 2,000,000 
people to vote for him. To better understand Georgescu’s political success, 
I suggest that his political discourse must be analysed through the lens of 
Lacan’s concept of fantasy to explore its emotional appeal, as the notoriety 
he has gained through his wide presence on TikTok is not enough to explain 
his surprising electoral success.
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1. Introduction

For centuries, Russia’s political, religious, and cultural figures have empha-
sized the country’s historical continuity with Greek and Roman antiquity, par-
ticularly through links to the Byzantine Empire. In recent years, the Russian 
government has drawn on that continuity to sanction its claims to Ukrainian 
territory and justify the war in Ukraine. Fighting alongside the Russian mili-
tary in Crimea and the Donbas region while refiguring Greco‑Roman history 
on its own terms has been the Russian Imperial Legion [Russkii imperskii 
legion], the paramilitary arm of the far‑right Russian Imperial Movement 
[Russkoe imperskoe dvizhenie], which is a monarchist, ultra- and ethnona-
tionalist, Russian Orthodox organization founded in 2002 that is dedicated 
to the restoration of the tsarist empire.

The purpose of this paper is to shed light on how far‑right organizations 
successfully appropriate classical and late antiquity for ideological purpos-
es by presenting a case study of how RIM receives Greco‑Roman material 
to build its ultranationalist ideology, attract recruits, and sanction violence. 
Classical reception studies, as developed in the seminal work of scholars like 
Lorna Hardwick and Charles Martindale, concerns itself with the afterlife of 
Greek and Roman material. In centering a receiving group’s meaning‑making 
activity rather than an authoritative original text, this approach can explain 
how nonstate actors like RIM participate in building and legitimating Russian 
national identity through re‑interpreting the ancient past. This helps balance 
top‑down approaches to identity- and nation‑building that center the Krem-
lin’s decision‑making. My approach begins with reception theory’s central 
assumption: historical meaning is neither given nor fixed and the past is al-
ways read ‘from the present interest’ (Martindale 1993, 6). I will endeavor to 
show the ideological, spiritual, and military interests that RIM’s reception 
serves and how it does so. A fascism studies framework, developed by Rog-
er Griffin, can show how RIM specifically, but also the far‑right movement 
more generally, succeeds in developing and deploying a myth of national 
rebirth to facilitate ideological, political, and military goals.

RIM has a robust online media presence as well as an on‑the‑ground 
center, Partizan, in Saint Petersburg, where its leadership conducts recruit-
ment, training, fundraising, and networking activities for its paramilitary 
arm. Across platforms and media, RIM does not simply explain or relate el-
ements of Greek, Roman, or Byzantine material – it uses this material, and 
it does so by first reinterpreting it in a way that makes such material useful 
for ideological purposes. To show how this is accomplished, I will undertake 
a critical reading of selected digital content across RIM’s platforms. In each 
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instance, I will consider two related aspects: how elements of Greco‑Roman 
antiquity are refigured, and the purpose that the new appropriation serves. 
Due to the nature of RIM’s online presence, much of its website copy, blog 
posts, and social media posts are anonymous. For this reason, I attribute such 
posts to simply ‘RIM’ and approach the content of each post as an instance 
of ideological communication that is praxis‑oriented, forming a part of the 
group’s wider effort to recruit volunteers and generate donations, followers, 
and supporters for its cause.

Before turning to RIM’s history, political goals, and digital content, I will 
situate its activities in the broader historical frame of how Russia’s memo-
ry discourses draw on Greco‑Roman history which, most recently, facilitate 
expansionist nation‑building exercises.

2. Classical Reception and Empire

In August 2011, Vladimir Putin, then Russia’s Prime Minister, was lauded in 
state‑controlled media for a scuba diving expedition off the Taman peninsula 
where he ‘immediately found two amphorae that had been waiting for him 
since the sixth century AD’ (Parfitt 2011). A triumphant Putin told journalists 
at the site: ‘Humanity will be interested to know that we have such riches’ 
(“V. Putin Found Two Amphorae” 2011). The Russian government later ad-
mitted that the dive had been a publicity stunt to promote the archaeolog-
ical work being carried out at Phanagoria, an ancient Greek city colonized 
from Teos around 540 BC which became one of the capitals of the Bosporan 
Kingdom. This promotional effort indicates the emphasis placed by the Putin 
regime on forging links between modern Russia and antiquity in the years 
prior to the annexation of Crimea. The archaeological site at Phanagoria, 
dubbed the ‘Russian Atlantis’ in Russian media, and that of Tauric Chersone-
sus near Sevastopol, often referred to as the ‘Russian Troy,’ both came under 
the control of the Russian federal government in 2014 and 2015, respectively.

After Russia annexed Crimea, archaeologists at Phanagoria complained of 
a lack of funding and government interest, claiming that ancient Chersone-
sus is the Kremlin’s ‘favorite’ because the baptism of Vladimir I is alleged to 
have taken place in Chersonesus in 988 before the introduction of East Or-
thodox Christianity into Rus’ (Goncharenko 2022). Indeed, in an address to 
the Federal Assembly immediately following the 2014 annexation, the first 
reason Putin cited to justify the aggressive action was that Chersonesus is 
located in Crimea. Putin’s address described the ancient city as having ‘civi-
lizational and even sacral importance for Russia,’ referring to both the site of 

PJAC New Series 21 (1/2025): 29–50

Yefimenko, Radicalized Antiquity: How a Russian Far‑Right...� 31



Vladimir’s baptism and Russia’s centuries‑long mythologization of Crimea 
as evidence for the geographic, historic, and cultural connection between 
Greece, Rome, and the Russian empire (The Kremlin 2014). In doing so, Pu-
tin was not only sanctioning Russian control of Crimean territory, but con-
tinuing a centuries‑long project of Russian expansionist nation‑building and 
imperial mythmaking.

Greece and Christian Rome were first formally established into Russian 
institutions and culture by Ivan III (1440–1505), who began to style himself 
tsar in his correspondence. After the Ottomans conquered Constantinople, 
Rus’ saw itself as the sole protector of Eastern Orthodoxy and the successor 
to the Byzantine empire, a position legitimized by Ivan’s marriage to Sofia 
Palaiologina (1450–1503), the niece of the last Byzantine emperor, Constan-
tine XI (1404–1453). The Third Rome doctrine, as it came to be known, pro-
vided support for the centralization and expansion of the Russian empire un-
der Peter I (1672–1725) and Catherine II (1729–1796). The 1783 annexation of 
Crimea from the Turks played a defining role in the ‘Greek project’ launched 
by Catherine to re‑establish the Byzantine empire in Constantinople (under 
Russian control). The subsequent archaeological discovery of the Chersone-
sus ruins supplied historical evidence for Catherine’s nation‑building pro-
ject and, by the second half of the nineteenth century, the call for a Russian 
third Rome came to mean nothing less than ‘territorial conquest or impe-
rial domination as Russia’s manifest destiny’ (Clark 2011, 2). As Mark Bas-
sin has observed, ‘not only did an unmistakable expansionist element have 
a presence in nineteenth‑century Russian nationalism from the moment of 
its first articulation, this element was an inalienable part of it […] national-
ism and imperial vision were joined in a common project and could not be 
divorced’ (Bassin 2004, 13). In the following centuries, Russia’s leading art-
ists and writers drew on a spiritual, historical, and cultural continuity with 
Greece and particularly Rome as a ‘mythmaking tool in discussions of their 
own contemporary Russia to create a Rome‑based discourse of Russian na-
tional identity’ (Kalb 2008, 7) while cementing in the popular imagination the 
affinity between antiquity and the Russian nation. Indeed, considering the 
2014 annexation of Crimea in light of both the 1783 annexation and cultural 
applications of the third Rome trope to facilitate a Russian national identity, 
it is obvious why, immediately after taking control of the Chersonesus ruins, 
the Kremlin launched a memory politics project to reestablish the Rome– 
Byzantium–Russia connection.

In 2015, the Chersonesus site was transformed into a multimedia ‘ar-
chaeological park’ overseen by the state‑funded Russia My History project, 
headed by Metropolitan Tikhon of Simferopol’ and Crimea, a close Putin 
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ally. The My History program, initiated in 2013 by the Patriarchal Council 
of Culture and formally supported by the Presidential Administration and 
Ministry of Culture, has built such multimedia historical parks across mul-
tiple Russian cities to present Russian history from its origins to the present 
day. The parks, which enjoy broad popularity, especially among young peo-
ple, participate in the ‘patriotic education’ initiatives in Russian schools and 
have received scholarly criticism for factual errors, historical omissions, and 
strongly ideological content:

Russia My History seems to correspond perfectly to Vladimir Putin’s demand 
regarding textbooks. In 2013, Putin declared that textbooks should be based on 
the idea of continuity and a correlation between all periods of Russian history. 
The curators of the exhibition present Russia’s past as a whole. The exhibition 
texts say little or nothing about world history, which, they imply, is unimpor-
tant, Russia having always pursued a special path. The parks […] focus on po-
litical rather than on social history, justify authoritarian governments, and tend 
to praise everything that contributes to the power and expansion of the state 
(Konkka 2021, 39).

Consistent with the other My History parks, the Chersonesus site urges 
historical continuity in exhibitions that emphasize the city’s Greek, Roman, 
Byzantine, and Orthodox timeline to construct a Russian national identity 
that originates in Chersonesus, with the site serving as physical ‘proof’ that 
Russians are inheritors of Greco‑Roman history. The project’s website invites 
visitors to ‘Remember where everything began!’ and features quotations on 
the subject of Chersonesus from Putin and Tikhon encouraging Russians to 
regard the ancient city as a ‘return to our history’ as well as from famous 
Russian and Soviet writers like Pavel Sumarokov (1760–1846) and Maxim 
Gorky (1868–1936), including these authors’ literary‑historical references 
to mythological Cyclopes and the ancient Greek historian and geographer, 
Strabo (64 BCE – ca. 23 CE). Enlisting Russian and Soviet cultural luminar-
ies to join today’s political leaders in mutual praise of Chersonesus indicates 
that the Kremlin wishes its historical reconstruction to seem consistent with 
the country’s cultural legacy, such that visitors assume that Gorky and Putin 
would agree on the ancient city’s ideological significance for Russia.

In late 2024, the Russian president presented to Metropolitan Tikhon 
a Merit to the Fatherland award, II degree, for his ‘preservation of spiritual 
and cultural traditions’ in Chersonesus (The Kremlin 2024). A department 
head of the influential pro‑Kremlin outlet Tsargrad TV praised Tikhon’s 
achievement: ‘The most important service of Metropolitan Tikhon [is the] 
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historico‑archaeological park, which has already become the most impor-
tant reminder to all of Russia of our origins. Of how we were, are, and will 
be the inheritors of Rome and Constantinople, the Empire, the Third Rome’ 
(The Kremlin 2024). Chersonesus is vital for Russia’s nation‑building efforts 
because its ruins function as stronger, more visceral physical evidence for 
Russia’s link to Rome than amphorae recovered at Phanagoria ever could, 
which helps explain why the Crimean Peninsula is ideologically significant 
for the Russian government.

3. The Russian Imperial Movement and the Far Right

The process of self‑legitimation through use of Greco‑Roman heritage is 
pursued by far‑right organizations all over the world. Whether the lambda 
symbol brandished by the ethno‑nationalist Generation Identity movement 
that originated in France, the public commemorations of the battle of Ther-
mopylae by the (now‑defunct) Greek neo‑Nazi Golden Dawn party, or the 
Parthenon ruins gracing the top of the US-based white nationalist internet 
forum Stormfront, when it comes to far‑right movements, Greek and Roman 
antiquity is always in vogue. After the First World War, Italian and Roma-
nian fascism and German Nazism drew heavily on elements of the classi-
cal past, casting themselves as heirs to the Roman empire. Indeed, the term 
‘fascism’ derives from the Latin fascis, or bundle, which gave its name to the 
fasces, an instrument made of wooden rods bundled around a single‑bladed 
axe that served as a potent symbol of official authority from pre‑republican 
to imperial Rome (Marshall 1984, 120–141).

‘Far‑right propagandists frequently utilize the aesthetics of ancient Greece 
and Rome to provide support for an imagined idea of Western Civilization,’ 
contends Ashton Kingdon, with classical material appropriated as both a his-
torical reference point and a legitimizing tool for ‘hyper‑masculine, racially 
pure, and militarized models for the totalitarian ethno‑state’ (Kingdon 2024, 
70). This tendency is partly explained by these groups’ erroneous belief that 
ancient Greece and Rome were centralized, homogenous, monolithic, timeless, 
and exclusively white cultures. Like its far‑right counterparts in Europe and 
North America, the Russian Imperial Movement has totalizing views regard-
ing ancient Greece and Rome but appropriates their legacies in ways unique-
ly suited to imperialist identity- and nation‑building under the Putin regime. 
Headed by Stanislav A. Vorob’yёv and Denis V. Gariev, the group’s paramili-
tary wing deployed in 2014 to support separatist forces in the Donbas region 
and fought alongside the Russian military in Syria, Libya, and possibly Jordan 
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and the Central African Republic, gaining combat experience and forging 
connections with other proxy elements, like the Wagner Group and Rusich 
(Kruglova 2023; Webber and Bertina 2023). In 2022, the group participated 
in Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and remains active on the front line in 2025.

RIM communicates and circulates information via its own website, so-
cial media channels, blog posts on the websites of related organizations, 
chat rooms, and on‑the‑ground networking events, such as the International 
Conservative Forum held in Saint Petersburg in 2015 and attended by mem-
bers of neo‑Nazi and neo‑fascist organizations like the Greek Golden Dawn 
party, the National Democratic Party of Germany, and Italy’s Forza Nuova. 
Overall, the group has been successful in establishing a strong online pres-
ence and forging links with transnational far-right movements, evidenced 
in an account on VK, Russia’s most popular social media site, with more 
than 20,000 followers, a Telegram account that has nearly 4,400 subscribers, 
and a Partizan VK account with more than 58,000 followers. While the exact 
numbers of its paramilitary arm are unclear, it is speculated to have a ‘core 
membership of hardened fighters, estimated in the thousands’ (Ingram 2024).

RIM has an adversarial relationship with the Kremlin, acting as its proxy 
in exchange for autonomy and public space. The Russian government toler-
ates but does not fund the operations of extremist groups within its own bor-
ders as well as proxy militaries beyond them. Gariev has reported that the 
Kremlin has taken down RIM’s website as ‘extremist material’ and that FSB 
agents surveil the group’s headquarters (Kruglova 2023). However, cultivating 
and managing far‑right organizations supports the Kremlin’s wider policy of 
destabilizing Ukraine and Western countries: ‘Under the watchful eye of the 
[Russian] secret services […] extremist groups are given a great deal of lati-
tude to interact with neo‑Nazi and far‑right extremist groups in the West – 
but only as long as they don’t cause too much trouble in Russia’ (Gramer 
2020). This is shown in Moscow’s acceptance of RIM’s paramilitary center in 
Saint Petersburg, Partizan, where the group recruits and trains fighters from 
Russia and other countries in combat and firearms skills appropriate to both 
woodland and urban assault (Gartenstein‑Ross, Hodgson and Clarke 2020).

Through Partizan, RIM has either coordinated with or provided train-
ing for multiple neo‑Nazi and white supremacist groups including Greece’s 
Golden Dawn party (MMP 2023, 10), the Nordic Resistance Movement (SOVA 
Center 2021), Germany’s National Democratic Party and The Third Path (MMP 
2023, 12), and the US-based Traditionalist Workers Party (MMP 2023, 11) 
while sharing military training facilities with Rusich, a neo‑Nazi organization 
(Webber and Bertina 2023). In 2020, the United States identified RIM, as well 
as Vorob’yёv and Gariev, specially designated global terrorists (SDGTs) after 
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revelations that members of the Swedish Nordic Resistance Movement who 
bombed a café and attempted other bomb attacks were trained at Partizan – 
RIM’s leadership strongly denies that the group has any connection to the at-
tackers (Greenblatt 2023). Soon after, the Canadian government added RIM to 
its Criminal Code list of terrorist entities, alongside the US-based Proud Boys.

RIM’s ideological position is complex and identifies Russianness as an 
ethnic category that has a biological component evidenced in the Russian 
people’s alleged genetic predisposition to both Orthodoxy and monarchi-
cal, paternalistic rule (Bashmakova 2017). Reflecting the tense connection 
between Russian nationalism and empire that was first articulated in the 
nineteenth century, RIM’s military activity in Ukraine is driven not by sup-
port for the Russian government but by the reclamation of what it regards 
as historical Russian territory. Rejecting the existence of both the Ukraini-
an state and the Ukrainian people, Vorob’yёv describes Ukraine as a ‘social 
political group’ and ‘separatist regime,’ declaring that RIM’s military goal 
is the ‘full destruction of the separatist regime on Russian territory’ (Kryu-
kov 2023). Sharply critical of Russian leadership, RIM accuses the Kremlin 
of being an ‘anti‑Russian regime’ and opposes Moscow’s policies on global 
trade and immigration, as well as criticizing the government for failing to 
act aggressively enough against Ukraine or to protect Orthodoxy across the 
globe (RIM 2021).

These views, coupled with antisemitism and biological racism (Al’per-
ovich 2011), explain why RIM is identified as a fascist organization by both 
the Combating Terrorism Center at West Point (Webber and Bertina 2023) 
and the Soufan Center (Soufan Center 2020), and as a neo‑fascist organiza-
tion by the Kennan Institute’s Daniel White (2023, xvii). Alternatively, RIM 
is classified as a neo‑Nazi organization by the Counter Extremism Project 
(2025), the Center for European Policy Analysis (2022), the Center on Terror-
ism, Extremism and Counterterrorism at the Middlebury Institute of Inter-
national Studies at Monterey (2024), and the Global Network on Extremism 
and Technology (2023). However, the Moscow‑based SOVA Center for Infor-
mation and Analysis has argued that RIM is not a neo‑Nazi organization, 
describing the group as ethnonationalist with elements of biological racism, 
a description that is echoed by the Mapping Militants Project (2023, 17). While 
the various characterizations of RIM converge on the group’s Orthodox ul-
tranationalist character, they do not discuss its animating mythology. I con-
tend that, to fully consider the public support for and recruitment success of 
extremist organizations like RIM, it is critical to look beyond definitions. To 
this end, I examine RIM’s reception of Greco‑Roman history and reinterpre-
tation of the Third Rome trope to show how the group develops a powerful 
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and mystical origin myth that succeeds in recruiting fighters while attract-
ing supporters and donations.

4. Historico‑Spiritual Refiguration: Recovering the 
Third Rome

The typology of fascism pioneered by Roger Griffin can deepen and refine an 
understanding of RIM’s ideology as centered on a palingenetic myth which, 
as I will show, refigures elements of Greco‑Roman material. Griffin argues 
that what identifies fascism as specifically fascist is a ‘palingenetic form of 
populist ultranationalism’ with ‘palingenetic’ used as a ‘generic term for the 
vision of a radically new beginning which follows a period of destruction’ 
(Griffin 1993, 30). For Griffin, whether following a historical period of per-
ceived national decadence, corruption, or military defeat, the ultranational-
ism that is peculiar to fascism anticipates an imminent national rebirth, when 
a decrepit social, political, and military order is cast aside so that a dazzling 
new arrangement can emerge from the ashes. Crucially, this connotes a rev-
olutionary rather than a reactionary movement that nevertheless looks to 
the past for its model: ‘“[R]ebirth” not in the sense of restoration of what has 
been, which is an archetypal conservative utopia, but of a “new birth” which 
retains certain eternal principles (e.g. “eternal” Roman, Aryan, or Anglo‑ 
Saxon virtues) in a new, modern type of society’ (Griffin 2003).

On this typology, what identifies RIM as specifically fascist is neither 
the group’s far‑right monarchism nor its belligerent ethnonationalism, al-
though these are critical components of its ideological architecture, but rath-
er a future‑oriented vision of the Russian empire’s restoration that will be 
the historical and spiritual continuation of the Roman empire. This vision 
mobilizes RIM’s adherents, particularly the Imperial Legion troops who are 
trained to fight not on behalf of the Russian government but to realize the 
political myth of an inevitable tsarist restoration that will be achieved by the 
strategic and ideological seizure – by RIM and its compatriots – of all ‘his-
torical Russian lands’ (Kryukov 2023). RIM has cast the conflict in Ukraine 
as a ‘holy war’ that forms part of the organization’s broader messianic and 
political project (Chin 2024). This project centers its ideology on a historical 
and spiritual connection to the Roman and Byzantine empires through the 
Third Rome trope. However, in RIM’s version, Russia’s Third Rome status is 
not given, but must be recovered. The group’s stated goal is to ‘bring out the 
best of our ancestors’ inheritance, from the blood relatives of the Russian 
Empire to the spiritual relatives of the Roman Empire. The creation of a new 
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Russian Empire in the form of a 3rd Rome is not only the call of the times, 
but the only way to save the Russian people’ (RIM 2022). RIM’s interpreta-
tion of the Third Rome doctrine is very distinct from its historical application 
in Russia since the Russia‑Rome link was typically used to legitimize state 
power – in RIM’s version, it undermines it. Since RIM locates governmental 
authority solely in the pre‑1917 tsarist empire, it sees the revolutionary, So-
viet, and post‑Soviet state as illegitimate, which affirms that a new empire 
is necessary to reestablish the Russia‑Rome connection.

Furthermore, RIM reimagines the Third Rome trope in a conspiracist way. 
Unlike their intellectual predecessors, who had sought to align Russian culture 
with that of Europe, RIM denies that Western nations are inheritors of Greek 
and Roman culture, believing that Russia alone has a valid claim to the ‘high 
civilization of the Roman empire’ (Vorob’yёv 2021). Contending that the use 
of the term ‘Byzantine’ came into use after the fall of Constantinople solely 
due to the manipulative efforts of ‘bad faith Western pseudohistorians,’ RIM’s 
leader presents this naming convention as evidence that the history of the 
Eastern Roman empire’s influence on Russian history is a ‘myth.’ Deploying 
the Greco‑Roman generalization that distinguished between civilized Greeks 
and Romans and foreign ‘barbarians,’ Vorob’yёv points to a cunning plot by 
Western states to coopt the Roman legacy that rightly belongs to Russia: ‘The 
term ‘Byzantine’ conceals the West’s vast strategic game. The Western bar-
barians desperately want to appropriate for themselves the inheritance of the 
Roman empire’ (2021). Instead, Vorob’yёv writes, ‘Not for nothing was Rus-
sia called the Third Rome. Everything good that was created in the Roman 
empire – all of it was carefully transferred to Russian soil,’ from government 
structures to Orthodox religion (2021). According to this historical refigura-
tion, which echoes Moscow’s effort to coopt the ‘civilizational’ qualities of 
Chersonesus’ past, Western states ‘never accepted’ the ‘civilizational’ influ-
ence of Rome, thereby ‘remaining deeply barbaric’ (Vorob’yёv 2021). During 
a 2015 Saint Petersburg conference of far‑right, fascist, and neo‑Nazi organi-
zations, Vorob’yёv remarked that the ‘Russian civilization, unlike the barbar-
ic Western European, is the direct successor of ancient Rome’ (Gutnik 2015).

Of course, while Kievan Rus’ was heavily influenced by Byzantium, Rus-
sia did not and could not have ‘transferred’ a pure Roman civilization to its 
own lands. RIM’s conceptualization reverses, compresses, and simplifies 
the timeline of Greco‑Roman reception in Russia, which fell behind that 
of its European counterparts, with Greek and Roman material arriving in 
Russia in the tenth century already bearing the imprint of the Western Eu-
ropean and Christian cultural traditions. Kievan Rus’ began amalgamating 
Greco‑Roman‑Christian culture centuries before the Third Rome doctrine 
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was developed and the first Russian tsar was crowned in Moscow. RIM’s 
unhistorical narrative obscures that countries like Germany, France, Italy, 
and England had direct historical, geographic, linguistic, and cultural links 
to Greece and Rome, along with Latin‑based education systems. Acknowl-
edging these links is, for RIM, a Western lie meant to conceal that Russia is 
Rome’s sole successor. The notion that political, cultural, and religious icons 
like Vladimir I deliberately selected and wholly controlled which aspects of 
the Greek, Roman, or Byzantine legacy would be transplanted to a causa sui 
Russian state is consistent with similar claims on the group’s social media 
channels, indicating that it is a tenet of RIM’s mythmaking:

Russia is a distinctive, Slavic, Orthodox, Northern civilization which at different 
periods of its existence borrowed the best technologies and practices from its 
neighbors, whether it was the [Mongol empire] […] [or] Byzantium […] But it 
was precisely the copying of successful practices in different spheres, not civi-
lizational influence. Here, the Russian Civilization [sic] was exclusively indig-
enous and original (Imperial Legion 2025b).

Aside from asserting the existence of a homogenous ‘civilizational’ core, 
the attribution of active, controlled reception of ancient material to Russia 
conveys that, unlike its Western counterparts, the Russian nation had the 
spiritual capacity to recognize the truth of Roman Christianity. RIM’s grim 
view of Western European countries is more consistent with the nineteenth‑ 
century Slavophile movement than the tsarist empire RIM seeks to restore, 
since both Peter and Catherine had sought to introduce European influence 
into Russian culture. RIM’s designation of Western Europe as ‘barbaric’ is, 
I suggest, most likely due to the latter’s rejection of Orthodoxy.

The new Orthodox Church of Ukraine, formed in 2018, was granted for-
mal independent status from the Russian Church by Bartholomew I, the 
Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople and the most senior bishop of the 
worldwide Orthodox movement. Predictably, Moscow condemned the split, 
not least because its Patriarchate had for centuries had a strong influence on 
thousands of parishes in Ukraine, and severed ties with Constantinople. Con-
sistent with its conspiracist application of the Third Rome trope, RIM saw 
Constantinople’s recognition of the Ukrainian Church as an opportunistic 
grab of historical Russian lands motivated by Western political leaders who 
seek to break apart the Orthodox world (Boytsovskiy Klub Leon 2018). For 
RIM, the only appropriate response must take the form of a ‘military‑political 
solution.’ However, the group contends that the Kremlin will take no such ac-
tion because the Russian government has no interest in protecting either the 

PJAC New Series 21 (1/2025): 29–50

Yefimenko, Radicalized Antiquity: How a Russian Far‑Right...� 39



Orthodox religion or the ‘unity of the Russian people.’ Given this perceived 
vacuum of military and political leadership, RIM has taken its proposed solu-
tion into its own hands by recruiting, training, and deploying fighters to sup-
port Russian separatists in Ukraine within the context of a spiritual and ide-
ological struggle. To attract military recruits, the Imperial Legion posted to 
VK: ‘By committing the church schism, “Ukraine” has signed its death sen-
tence. Separating itself from the mother‑Church, it committed the gravest sin 
before God. This is precisely why it will be destroyed. And this is precisely 
why fighting against them is our holy, sacred duty’ (Imperial Legion 2022).

For this military goal, RIM has found support in the Orthodox Church. 
The increasingly powerful Russian church has expressed an ideological posi-
tion like RIM’s, sanctioning the ‘sacred war’ in Ukraine to bring the entirety 
of Ukrainian territory under Russia’s influence (Sotnikov 2024). The religious 
and ethnonationalist strain of RIM’s imperial project is particularly evident 
in Gariev’s remark: ‘The priest explains that we set off to Novorossiya not 
to kill Ukrainians but to protect Russians. This removes the moral problem’ 
(Khazov‑Kassia 2014). In RIM’s view, the religious ‘schism’ presents an op-
portunity for Russia to finally assume the mantle as the spiritual center of 
the Orthodox movement. Based on a reinterpretation of both the Third Rome 
doctrine and Russia’s historical and cultural relationship to the Byzantine 
empire, RIM has defined its own version of Russian national identity and pur-
pose. It claims for tsarist Russia an exclusive religious authority that must be 
defended by expansionist military action in Ukraine. This historico‑spiritual 
refiguration accomplishes three aims. It sets up the ideological conditions 
for, first, an armed struggle with internal and external ‘barbarian’ forces that 
conspire against Russian people and, second, for a revelation of those nation-
al and religious aspects that are continuous with the ‘best’ parts of Roman 
antiquity. Third, it casts the Russian state as an obstacle to national salvation 
which has the practical effect of drawing supporters and recruits to the Im-
perial Legion rather than the Russian military, facilitating and justifying the 
group’s paramilitary activities in Ukraine.

5. Resignification of Greek, Roman, and Byzantine 
Symbols

While refiguring material from Greco‑Roman history and culture, RIM com-
municates with transnational audiences and rapidly circulates information 
using multiple digital platforms and channels as well as physical spaces 
and objects. The group builds and maintains its ideological ‘brand’ across 
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platforms and media by repeated, consistent use of symbolic objects such as 
flags, logos, slogans, banners, uniform patches, images, photographs, colors, 
and fonts, as well as the consistent use of certain phrases. The group’s most 
frequently used and recognizable avatar is the emblem of the Russian Impe-
rial Legion. It adorns the flag with which the group conducts paramilitary 
activities, and is displayed on patches borne by its fighters, on banners in the 
Partizan training center, and across the group’s digital platforms.

  

Figures 1–3: Imperial Legion emblem on the group’s social media chan-
nel, flag, and uniform chevron (VK)

The emblem centers on two crossed swords that form the Chi‑Rho (☧) 
symbol, itself formed from the first Greek letters of Christ’s name: chi (X) 
and rho (Ρ), and prevalent among early Christian art. The Chi‑Rho is said 
to have been used for the first time during the pivotal Battle of the Milvian 
Bridge in 312 CE, when Constantine I defeated Maxentius in the Roman civ-
il war and went on to rule the entire western half of the empire. According 
to Eusebius’s Life of Constantine, a cross made of light appeared to the em-
peror prior to the battle, bearing the message, ‘By this, conquer,’ toútōi níka 
(Nicholson 2000, 310). That night, Christ appeared to Constantine in a dream 
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and instructed the emperor to use the Chi‑Rho sign in battle. Constantine 
then created a military standard with the symbol for the Milvian Bridge bat-
tle and, following victory, converted to Christianity (311). This explains why 
the Chi‑Rho sign on RIM’s emblem is flanked by the Greek word nika, which 
means victory or conquest, but in Russian letters. Nearer the Chi‑Rho sym-
bol, the emblem features the letters alpha (Α) and Omega (Ω), the first and last 
letters of the Greek alphabet, which most likely refers to the phrase ‘I am the 
alpha and the omega’ that God utters in the New Testament’s Book of Rev-
elation. While the symbols RIM deploys have a long history in Christian art 
and culture, they are successfully resignified by RIM for ideological purposes.

We can now examine which parts of the Roman civilization RIM has 
deemed ‘best,’ and therefore necessary to resurrect in modern Russia. RIM’s 
leaders have related to their VK followers the story of the cross appearing 
to Constantine and explained that the relevance of the Chi‑Rho, which they 
term ‘labarum,’ for the group derives not only from this legendary event 
but also from the symbol’s historical association with ‘warrior Christianity’ 
(Imperial Legion 2023b). Reassuring their audience that RIM has ensured 
that ‘these traditions are restored,’ Vorob’yёv and Gariev describe how the 
group has fought in Iran and the Donbas region ‘beneath this flag […] and 
with these chevrons.’ The miraculous narrative of Constantine’s conversion 
is first resignified in the physical symbols RIM uses and then made con-
crete via language. For example, the group’s fighting wing introduces itself 
on its social media account as ‘inspired by the Legionaries of the emperor 
Constantine the Great and continuing their glorious warrior traditions,’ 
and consistently refers to its fighting members as ‘legionaries’ (Imperial 
Legion, VK). Consider the poem by the priest Igor’ Ivanov, The Legionary’s 
Shield, posted to the Imperial Legion’s social media channel, which con-
cludes with these lines:

The labarum shields our peace
But the people’s guard protects
The all‑purpose Romaion scutum,
The shield of a veteran’s faith and hope. (Imperial Legion 2022a)

It is significant that RIM’s veterans are not ‘like’ Roman legionaries but are 
themselves described as ‘legionaries’ fighting beneath the labarum, which re-
asserts a symbolic link between Constantine’s Rome and RIM’s ultranation-
alists, however improbable such a connection might be. Indeed, its very im-
probability accounts for its force. Gariev remarks that ‘the labarum remains 
our primary insignia’ (Imperial Legion, VK Video), which has the effect of 
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drawing a potent distinction between ordinary Russian soldiers and RIM’s 
‘legionaries’ who enter battle armed with Constantine’s cross. Connecting 
tangible symbolic objects to linguistic practice is a powerful legitimizing 
tool, reinforcing with physical ‘proof’ the notion that RIM’s recruits are in-
deed fighting for national salvation. In their vow to preserve and restore the 
warlike spirituality of Constantine’s armies, it becomes evident that, for RIM, 
what makes the Third Rome worth resurrecting is not the Roman philosophy, 
art, and culture that were emulated by centuries of Russian thinkers, but its 
military prowess and eventual embrace of Christianity, as evidenced in Vo-
rob’yёv’s emphasis on ‘warrior Christianity.’ Indeed, the group’s sanctioning 
of violence on behalf of both moral and political aims is a central feature of 
the myth of national rebirth, which anticipates an imminent new social order 
wherein ‘vitalistic nationalism will triumph […] fascist activists see the re-
course to organized violence as both necessary and healthy’ (Griffin 1993, 44).

For these reasons, RIM’s version of Christ’s monogram is not simply a call 
to faith, but a call to arms, which is visible in the crossed swords and the 
word nika, victory. Consider also that the term nika, unlike the rest of the 
emblem’s text, is written in Russian letters, a choice that can be explained 
by Vorob’yёv’s view that the Russian alphabet was ‘created’ on the basis of 
the Greek alphabet, again drawing on the notion of deliberate, top‑down 
cultural borrowing. Vorob’yёv goes on to say that ‘the Greek language had 
always, since its appearance in the Roman empire, been used by the gov-
ernment, one of two languages, and later the only one’ (Vorob’yёv 2021). 
The Russian transliteration of Greek text on RIM’s emblem underscores the 
Greek provenance of the Russian language and serves as symbolic evidence 
of Russia’s exclusive claim to Greco‑Roman culture while asserting the 
group’s authority to govern. After all, it is RIM – rather than the Kremlin – 
that is skillfully using the ‘governmental’ Greek language on its insignia. 
RIM’s privileging of the Greek alphabet is also shown in the poem above, 
which uses the Greek ‘Romaion’ for ‘Roman,’ reinforcing RIM’s emphasis on 
its connection to Christian Rome.

6. Mythological Reenactment – the Russian Imperial 
Legion as the Legio XII Fulminata

An early Christian cult that spread to Rome and Constantinople throughout 
late antiquity and during the Byzantine era involved the narrative of forty 
Sebastean martyrs, recorded in homilies by Basil and Gregory of Nyssa dur-
ing the 370s and 380s and appearing in Coptic, Armenian, and Slavic versions 
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in later centuries (Mitchell and Pilhofer 2019, 54). An anonymous, undated 
Greek text, the Passio, retells the story of forty Roman soldiers stationed in 
Cappadocia during the reign of Licinius (c. 260–325). After being arrested 
and tried for refusing to undertake a pagan sacrifice, the unit was exposed 
on an icy lake in Sebastea where the soldiers froze to death (Mitchell and 
Pilhofer 2019, 54). Gregory described the unfortunate soldiers as belonging 
to the legio XII Fulminata, the Twelfth ‘Thunderbolt’ Legion, which was, in-
deed, stationed at Cappadocia at the ascension of Diocletian, during whose 
reign a legion bearing that name was garrisoned in Armenia (Nischer 1923, 
9). The legend of the martyrs, and their association with the famous twelfth 
legion, figures prominently in RIM’s palingenetic narrative. In blog and VK 
posts, the group describes its fighting arm as a successor to these Roman 
martyrs, linking saintliness to warlike valor in a reaffirmation of ‘warrior 
Christianity.’ One post begins with: ‘For us, it is not mysticism that many 
events, often those of our squad, are connected to specific saints. […] As we 
remember the story of the saints, note that they were one of the best units of 
the Roman army. They fought as part of the 12th “Thunderbolt” legion’ (RIM 
2024). After retelling the martyr narrative, RIM again compares its ‘legion-
aries’ to those of Constantine:

For us modern‑day legionaries, this story is not a myth. First, we are the inheritors 
of the Third Rome and the legions of Constantine the Great. For us, continuity is 
not severed. Second, nobody is dead in the Church. All are living and the warrior‑ 
martyrs of the past stand beside us in the current war, so long as we have earned 
it. Third, the events of 313 A.D. took place on the territory of the future Russian 
Empire, in Armenia. That is precisely the location of the Sebastean lake (2024).

Notice, first, that this remarkable call to arms no longer identifies the 
Third Rome successor as a future tsarist Russia – it is now the Russian 
Imperial Movement itself. The identity of the nation has been transferred 
to the ultranationalist group, specifically, its paramilitary. This transfer 
rests on the successful identification, as we have already seen, of the Im-
perial Legion as the modern-day counterpart of Constantine’s legions, 
whose violence was purified by holiness. It is a short step from ‘legionar-
ies’ to the specific legionary martyrs of legio XII, such that RIM’s fighting 
members are actively reconstituting the martial valor of Rome and the 
spiritual authority of its Eastern half on the very territory that the lat-
ter had once claimed – which, in RIM’s view, happens to be the ‘future’ 
territory of the Russian empire. Identifying the Imperial Legion with the 
Third Rome serves to sanction its military activities, affirm its spiritual 
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authority, and locate Russia’s political authority in RIM rather than the 
Russian state.

Second, RIM’s emphasis on the twelfth Roman legion’s military strength is 
ironically unhistorical because the legion’s most famous exploits – under Julius 
Caesar and Marcus Aurelius – occurred before Rome’s conversion to Christianity 
under Constantine. While the legio XII survived at least into the fifth century, 
it is not clear whether the unit bearing that name and stationed in Cappado-
cia was, by the time of Diocletian’s reorganization of the military frontier, the 
same one. More damningly for the historicity of RIM’s narrative, by the fourth 
century, the frontier‑based twelfth legion was little more than a border guard, 
known as limitanei, which was not a particularly honorable position since late- 
empire limitanei were considered lower in rank than the comitanenses, or field 
units (Freeman 2007, 590). These historical inaccuracies shed light on the nature 
of RIM’s mythmaking: effectively faced with a choice between a twelfth legion 
that was either militarily powerful but pagan or one that was appropriately 
pious but lacked its former martial glory, RIM elected to compress, edit, and 
curate more than five centuries of the Fulminata’s history. The group adapt-
ed portions of the early Christian martyr tradition to refigured elements of 
Rome’s military history, claiming the resulting anachronism as its origin story.

Third, RIM’s refiguration and adaptation activity is not merely descrip-
tive and is more than prescriptive. In other words, RIM’s members are not 
simply learning or circulating information about their alleged Roman fore-
bears. I argue that the Imperial Legion is reenacting the legendary history of 
the Roman martyrs somatically and spiritually. This is evident, first, in that 
RIM rejects that the martyrdom of the twelfth legion as a myth before im-
mediately declaring themselves to be its direct successors. Second, the Impe-
rial Legion consistently refers to its military victories and losses in religious 
terms: ‘[W]e brothers, like our savior, are victorious over death each day in 
the trenches of the Holy war [sic]’ (Imperial Legion 2023). A recent Telegram 
post describes fighters who died in battle as ‘martyrs of the Imperial Legion’ 
who ‘gave their lives for God, the imminent tsar, and the rebirth of the Rus-
sian nation’ (Imperial Legion 2025a). These remarks indicate that the martyr 
narrative has been successfully coopted for RIM’s fighters, or ‘legionaries,’ 
engaged in a battle for a spiritual Russian identity.

Finally, the conclusion of RIM’s Sebastean post chides both members and 
future recruits who are not prepared to share the martyrs’ fate: ‘[B]efore set-
ting off for the battlefield, hardly anyone wanted to become a warrior‑martyr. 
That’s understandable. We want to live. But what for?’ (RIM 2024). Compare 
this disdain for fighters who fear death with an excerpt from the group’s VK 
post in praise of Corneliu Zelea Codreanu (1899–1938). Codreanu was the 
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leader of the Iron Guard, initially founded in 1927 as the Legion of the Arch-
angel Michael, a Romanian Orthodox fascist movement that claimed a connec-
tion to ancient Rome and promoted a cult of death. RIM describes Codreanu 
thus: ‘Sometimes, in order to achieve victory, it’s necessary to die. Yesterday 
was another anniversary of the death of Corneliu Codreanu […] His prison 
notes indicate obedience to God’s will […] and readiness to accept suffering 
on behalf of the people. It’s not surprising that today there is a movement to 
canonize him’ (Imperial Legion 2023a). In other posts, RIM remarks on its sim-
ilarity to the Iron Guard: ‘The Imperial Legion has much in common with the 
Legion of the Archangel Michael. Our origins are in the Orthodox faith and 
continuity with the first and second Rome’ (Imperial Legion 2024b). Indeed, 
it is possible that RIM’s name was inspired by the original name of the Iron 
Guard, particularly since the latter group referred to its members as ‘legionar-
ies,’ with Codreanu authoring the autobiography, For My Legionaries (1936).

In its recruitment efforts, RIM emphasizes the Third Rome connection be-
tween the Imperial Legion and the Iron Guard while praising both their own 
fighters’ and Codreanu’s readiness to die in war ‘on behalf of the people,’ af-
firming that a nationalistic death is implicitly a holy one. Thus, the death of 
a legionary in battle is transformed into a spiritual rather than a violent end, 
sanctified by historical and religious continuity with Christian Rome, which 
completes the reenactment of the rebirth myth. Death in war – what RIM 
terms warrior‑martyrdom – is a prelude not only to personal salvation, but 
to national revitalization. In this sense, the palingenetic myth elevates violent 
death into a rite of passage to new life (Griffin 1993, 112). Griffin notes that 
the death cult established by the Romanian Iron Guard added ‘a visionary, 
not to say pathological, intensity to the usual diatribes against materialism, 
democracy, Bolshevism […] lending the movement a quasi‑mystic tone rare-
ly found in other fascisms’ (1993, 139). By selecting, refiguring, and adapting 
elements of Roman history and the early Christian martyr tradition to con-
struct a narrative of holy war on behalf of Russia’s historical and spiritual 
authority and then actively waging war on those terms, the Imperial Legion 
transforms itself into a living palingenetic myth.

Within this mythic framework, it is not the long‑gone Fulminata but the 
Imperial Movement itself that is the ‘best unit’ of ‘warrior‑martyrs’ who 
seek death and thereby achieve eternal life while facilitating the rebirth of 
the Russian empire with which they have become identified. Recall Griffin’s 
observation that the rebirth myth does not aim to bring back the past, but 
to reimagine it. RIM’s guarantee of a martyr’s death through reenactment 
of the XII Fulminata achieves a mystical force that explains much of RIM’s 
success in recruiting fighters. The Imperial Legion confers on its members 
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historical continuity, glorious ancestors, spiritual salvation, and the status 
of national heroism – alluring perks indeed. In considering the potent ul-
tranationalist and religious identity RIM fashions for its adherents, an in-
teresting question emerges: does RIM’s leadership ‘really mean it?’ In other 
words, are Vorob’yёv and Gariev propagating their own views and values, 
or cynically exploiting the power of the palingenetic myth to advance their 
own goals? Gariev’s regular deployments and the pair’s frequent attend-
ance at church services indicate that RIM’s leaders are quite sincere, which 
likely adds to the group’s appeal.

Significantly, the Fulminatа serves not only as RIM’s spiritual but also its 
organizational model, as evidenced in a 2023 discussion between Vorob’yёv 
and Gariev about how best to structure the army of ‘the beautiful Russia’s 
future’ that was posted to the group’s social media channel. After praising 
the clearly defined hierarchy of the Roman army, Vorob’yёv remarks that 
a vital feature of Roman legions was their capacity to create a sense of ‘con-
tinuity’ in its recruits: ‘When a person joined, say, the “Thunderbolt” sixth 
[sic] legion, he knew what he was joining, and this elevated his moral spir-
it. He knew the history of this legion and its heroic exploits, and of course 
it is necessary to restore something similar’ (Imperial Legion 2023b). As 
we have seen, the emphasis on ‘continuity’ [‘preemstvennost’] and ‘resto-
ration’ [‘vosstanovit’] is particularly relevant in the context of RIM’s stat-
ed project of ‘saving’ the Russian people by creating a new Russian empire 
in the form of a Third Rome. On the group’s terms, this messianic promise 
can only be fulfilled by RIM, as explained on its official site: ‘Only we can 
restore a legitimate, historical, and national power in Russia and return the 
Russian people to the path of salvation’ (Radio Svoboda 2021, my italics). 
Consistent with these claims, a Telegram post calling for military volun-
teers begins with the announcement: ‘To be with us is to create the Russian 
future! […] Our goal is the protection of the Orthodox faith, the preserva-
tion of the Russian people, and the unification of historical Russia’ (Impe-
rial Legion 2024a).

To successfully animate history into a legitimating force, RIM’s leader-
ship turns to antiquity because, within the context of palingenetic ultrana-
tionalism, national rebirth is accomplished on the basis of what Griffin terms 
‘certain eternal principles’ that are embodied in an ancient culture, wheth-
er Roman, Greek, or Aryan. The legend of a Roman army unit of great mar-
tial valor suits RIM well because it achieved precisely the type of mythical 
glamor that the group works to generate for itself. More importantly, it is 
also what RIM seeks to ‘restore’ to the army of a future – and wholly imag-
inary – Russian empire.
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