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ABSTRACT 

Video appeals to the president of Russia are a primary source of unprecedented richness 

for the study of various aspects of contemporary Russian life. Online videos are recorded 

by diverse groups and individuals in Russia as attempts to prompt President V.V. Putin to 

directly resolve specific social, economic, cultural, and environmental problems; and to 

express opinions on a variety of issues or to wish him well. The content of this material and 

its role as a historical source can be compared to epistolary archives and, specifically, 

letters to the authorities written by Soviet citizens. This paper describes an experimental 

project in collecting, preserving, and providing access to these videos. 
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Introduction 

One of the most distinctive types of video content in the Russian-language segment of the 

Internet are citizens’ appeals to the president of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin. They are 

usually posted on various social media platforms (YouTube, VKontakte, Odnoklassniki, etc.) or 

embedded inside online articles or blog posts and are easy to discover by typing in keywords 

“obrashchenie k Putinu” (an appeal to Putin) or “obrashchenie k prezidentu” (an appeal to the 

president), or simply “Putin pomogi” (Putin, help). 

A video appeal to the president (VATP) features an individual or a group of people who 

speak directly to the president and ask him for help, give advice, or send good wishes. Many of 

these videos are emotionally impactful because they tell stories of everyday struggle and often 

employ creative strategies such as the use of poetry, song, dance, chant1, “cute” visual elements 

(children, small animals, puppets, etc.), or do completely without the spoken word with pleas 

“composed” by arranging cars,2 bodies3 or slogans4 filmed from a bird’s eye view. Some videos 

feature people going to extreme lengths to get their message across by kneeling, shouting, 

weeping, or even slitting their hands to sign a slogan with blood.5 

It appears that the phenomenon was initially triggered by the television program Direct 

Line with Vladimir Putin (Priamaia linia s Vladimirom Putinym), or, simply Direct Line (Priamaia 

liniia). The program has been broadcast live by the Russian state television channels annually 

since 2001, excluding 2004 and 2012 but including the years when Putin served as Prime 

Minister (2008-2012), under slightly varying titles.6 During the broadcast the president in a TV 

studio answers questions from citizens of Russia, who seek his help with various needs, ranging 
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from updating environmental policies, to fixing broken power lines, installing water supply 

systems, or improving poor hospital conditions in specific cities, towns, and villages. Afterwards 

Putin takes each of these cases under his personal control and the official news media report on 

some of the results of his intervention. In the online column “Direct Line with the President of 

RF” (Priamaia liniia s prezidentom RF),7 TASS Russian News Agency reports, for example, that 

following the 2021 broadcast, a rural school student in Siberia received a soccer uniform;8 legal 

proceedings were initiated against some local officials in Buriatiia for their mishandling of waste 

management;9 and the Astrakhan oblast governor was asked to review his oblast’s child aid 

policy.10 

Each Direct line receives thousands of questions, with a record 3.25 million of them in 

2015.11 Initially the questions were received at the dedicated web site and via “direct plug-ins” 

with groups of citizens gathered for this purpose in various locations and led by a reporter. Later 

years saw an increase in the variety of methods of sending questions: directly from the studio 

audience (absent in 2021 due to COVID-19), by SMS (since 2003), via mobile app “Moskva 

Putinu” (an official app for Direct Line, since 2014), by phone, on the broadcast site, and via 

official groups on the Russian social media networks VKontakte and Odnoklassniki.12 The newer 

methods employ technologies that allow one to submit a question in video format. Many citizens 

took this opportunity.  

It is no accident that this activity coincided with the steady spread of the Internet in 

Russia over the course of Putin’s presidency (and the existence of the Direct Lines): the audience 

of internet users grew from 8% in 2003 to 70% in 2017.13  Even more important was the rapid 

growth of access to mobile phones: cellular subscriptions per 100 people in Russia jumped from 
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5.3 in 2001 to 160.5 in 2009 (with more stable subsequent growth, with 163.6 subscriptions 

recorded in 2020).14 Built-in phone video technology and the advent of social media apps 

democratized the creation and distribution of videos, making them no longer the exclusive 

domain of professionals.   

VATPs have become part of the cultural landscape for most Russians. While some 

members of the population actually make them, for others, these videos are a source of 

fascination and amusement. The most outrageous clips are reposted for laughs. (One of the 

absolute record-breakers in viewership, sharing, and quoting, is the video showing a group of 

defrauded housing shareholders in Ekaterinburg end their plea for help to Putin by falling on 

their knees).15 The practice of appealing to the president by video is denounced by Putin’s 

opponents16 and ridiculed by parodists.17  Others see it as a cultural phenomenon: director 

Andrei Griazev used VATPs as material for his 2020 documentary film Kotlovan promoted as 

presenting “a kaleidoscope of sentiments around the country” (kaleidoskop nastroenii v 

strane).18  

In our opinion, the time has come to take a closer look at these videos as something 

more important: a primary source for the study of contemporary Russian history. They 

document communication by Russian citizens with the country’s highest state official, a function 

they share with the traditional letters to the authorities. For the historians of Imperial Russia and 

especially the Soviet Union, such letters have been an important primary source. The Soviet 

public epistolary corpus includes letters written to a variety of addressees: newspapers, central 

and local authorities, specific leaders, etc.19 According to Courtney Doucette, “In the course of 

the twentieth century, letter-writing gained a uniquely prominent place in Russia, perhaps 
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becoming even more central to the relationship between citizens and the state and citizens’ 

everyday lives than in any other part of the world.”20 It appears that sending a message to the 

authorities by videorecording (an easy, accessible and highly impactful communication method) 

is the direct continuation of this tradition using modern means. Today, when scholars 

successfully use open access video content as source material, the video appeals to the Russian 

president easily lend themselves to research into Russia’s political, economic, and social 

conditions, and in fields as diverse as anthropology, linguistics, gender studies, etc.21 

Unfortunately, important as these primary sources are, they present challenges in terms 

of collection and preservation. Whereas traditional letters are preserved in archives and 

published, with video appeals one must look for alternative ways of storing and delivering the 

content, and do it quickly, because of the transient nature of freely published internet-based 

material. With this in mind, we have undertaken a project aimed at collecting, preserving, and 

providing access to VATPs within the framework of Harvard Library’s ephemera collecting 

project, and later, the Ivy Plus Library Confederation’s Web Collecting Program.  

Collecting the videos 

The project originated in 2019 as part of Harvard Library’s wider collection development project 

European Political Ephemera (21st Century), which was to include both print and born-digital 

ephemera from various European countries. The collection of online video appeals to Vladimir 

Putin was approved as a Russian contribution to that project. Over the course of two years, this 

experimental project produced a complex resource that continues to evolve. The first step in the 

process of building a collection of online videos was to search the Internet for content. The work 



6 

was done with the help of student interns. We soon identified the following issues that seem to 

be inherent to collecting online videos. 

Scope 

We limited our scope to videos that feature a direct appeal, i. e. Putin is perceived as the object 

of communication and is addressed in the 2nd person. The following materials were excluded 

from the collecting scope: (1) Videos that are found on the official Direct Line with Vladimir Putin 

web site;22 (2) Videos that show meetings where a letter to Putin is read to the audience; (3) 

Facebook links, because of privacy considerations; and (4) VATPs that are featured inside video 

pieces by the central news media. 

 

Discoverability 

The only discovery tools available when searching for internet videos are their titles (except for 

occasional hashtags). However, the titles can be misleading. “Obrashchenie k Putinu” (Appeal to 

Putin) or “Putin pomogi” (Putin, help) in the title does not warrant an actual appeal to Putin, it 

can be simply a story highlighting some local issue. Besides, there are great numbers of unlisted 

videos that cannot be discovered by simple searches but sometimes can be accessed indirectly, 

often through a link in an online article on the topic. 

Time 

Because of the aforementioned discoverability issues, collecting video recordings is time-

consuming. The content of every piece must be evaluated for scope by viewing it. In order to 
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avoid repeating the process during further processing, we introduced content notes and tags for 

each video. 

Duplication 

Many online videos are available at more than one URL, being reposted by other users or by the 

original author on different platforms. While in some cases the original video is easily identifiable 

by comparing posting dates and account names, in other cases the origins are murky, and even 

the earliest version available to us is not the original. In such cases we accepted the earliest 

available copy. 

 

Volume 

From the very first stages of the project, it became clear that the material is abundant, actively 

produced, and does not have natural boundaries. Considering the nature of the material, we 

decided in favor of collecting in depth rather than collecting a small sample; agreeing with 

Aleksandr Livshin and Igor’ Orlov, who point out that any grass-roots (“mass”) primary sources 

must be studied in extensive quantities in order to understand the structure of the information 

that they present in all its complexity.23 Although  we do not and cannot aspire to collecting all 

the video appeals ever produced, we should strive to create a workable corpus of primary source 

material, and the larger it is, the richer, the more detailed, nuanced, and representative the 

resulting collection will be. 
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The Collection 

General description 

As a result of the ongoing search for video appeals, as of October 2021 our group has collected a 

sample of over 1000 videos. The running times vary from a few seconds to half an hour, but 

most are within 1-5 minutes. The earliest video in the collection dates back to 2011 and is, in 

fact, the only video for that year. The number of videos peaks in 2018 (245 videos), and the 

biggest “jump” happens between 2016 (59 videos) and 2017 (218).24  

Figure 1.  

The geographical coverage is predominantly the Russian Federation (all regions), with occasional 

locations in other countries in Europe (Ukraine, Belarus, Serbia, Bulgaria, Germany) and Asia 
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(Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, China, Israel).  

 

Provenance 

It appears natural that many of the publicly posted VATPs would have been recorded with the 

purpose of sending them to the Direct Line. However, this is not the sole motivation for their 

production and distribution. Although the Direct Lines, with their solicitation, use of citizen’s 

videos on live TV, and subsequent success reports, undoubtedly have an inspiring effect, we 

discovered that there are more circumstances that lead people to record their VATPs and post 

them on social media. The following scenarios are among the most frequent:   

 

• A video had been sent to the President through official channels and at the same time 

posted publicly for the record or to communicate this fact to subscribers. 

• Some authors report that they have tried and failed to submit their video to the 

broadcast via the official site or the mobile app due to some technical issues, and 

therefore they post it on social media instead.25 

• A video recording is posted after failed attempts to reach the authorities (local or 

national, or both) by letter or getting a personal appointment.26 

• A video is recorded in anticipation of Putin’s visit to the region, to present him with an 

overview of local issues that are presumed to be ignored or misrepresented by the local 

authorities.27  
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• People record birthday and New Year greetings for the president. This activity was 

especially popular in 2017 as part of the social media “flashmob” on the occasion of 

Putin’s 65th birthday anniversary. 

• A recording happens spontaneously, in the middle of a crisis, for example. One of these 

moments is caught on camera in a 2017 video depicting staff of the Roerich Museum in 

Moscow who are locked out of their former building, which was lost by the museum in a 

property dispute. The group appears to be in utter distress, and someone suggests to 

videorecord an appeal to Putin on the spot. The idea finds an immediate response in 

others as a woman says: “Let us simply ask Vladimir Vladimirovich! Isn’t he the one who 

comes and protects [...], the guarantor of the Constitution? We simply believe this 

person.” (Davaite prosto Vladimira Vladimirovicha poprosim! On zhe prikhodit, 

zashchishchaet [...], garant konstitutsii. My voobshche verim etomu cheloveku.)28 One 

could not wish for a clearer insight into the mindset leading to recording a plea for help 

to the president. 

• People record and post videos for entertainment. Among these are imaginary 

conversations with Putin (some of them quite lengthy, usually produced by 

videobloggers) as well as some videos with elements of humor29 or drama.30 Occasionally 

such videos feature a mentally unstable, drunk31 or immature person (e. g. a toddler)32 

who are usually (but not always) being filmed by someone else. These are intended for a 

general audience and address Putin for rhetorical rather than practical purposes. One 

might ask whether such videos belong in the collection at all. In our opinion they do 
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because we are interested in the entire phenomenon of publicly addressing the president 

(even if only rhetorically) through online videos. 

When citizens post VATPs on social media in lieu of the official Kremlin communication channels, 

they have absolutely no guarantee that they will reach the president, and yet they do it simply to 

voice the issue, to make it known to an online community, and possibly to get some moral 

support.  

 

Originators 

When we look at the creators of the VATPs, we find a widely varied and colorful pool. Some 

videos are produced by organizations, both formal and informal (political, professional, non-

profit, community and ethnic groups). Others are recorded by individuals of all genders, ages, 

and physical abilities. Among them are people of various professions (from university faculty, 

nurses, businessmen, truck drivers, and actors to clerics and psychics); social standing (from 

members of local administration, émigré nobility, celebrities and migrant workers to prisoners, 

social outcasts and street dwellers); and religions (from Orthodox Christians and Muslims to 

“witches”, “prophets”, people who have “seen the Light,” and even a Jesus Christ from 

Novosibirsk).  

Content 

In studying the content of VATPs (excluding those created for entertainment purposes), we 

discovered that Soviet-era handwritten letters and the 21st century’s videorecorded messages 
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are remarkably consonant. We found Sheila Fitzpatrick’s classification of genres of letters by 

Soviet citizens to the authorities fully applicable and almost sufficient for describing the video 

appeals to V.V. Putin: “complaints, denunciations, petitions, requests for assistance, confessional 

letters, letters of opinion, threatening letters.”33 One would only need to add “greeting letters” 

(pozdravitel’nye pis’ma, a genre pointed out by Viktor Kabanov)34  and replace “letters” with 

“videos.” Contemporary Russians pick up a video camera or a smart phone for the same reasons 

they picked up a pen in the 20th century: to ask for help in issues related to housing (the most 

popular subject), legal problems, workplace situations, economic conditions in general, 

infrastructure, and health care. They also ask for support for endangered cultural and 

educational institutions, discuss cultural policy issues, voice their opinions on various issues in 

politics and ideology, express their criticism or approval of the president’s performance, and also 

send him birthday or New Year greetings. 

Storage, Preservation, and Access.  

In order to create a usable scholarly resource that would make the collection of VATPs available 

to researchers, we looked for ways and methods to provide storage, preservation, and access to 

the material. Because of the experimental nature of this project, there was an opportunity to 

explore the following three options, (1) Collecting video files; (2) Web archiving; and (3) Zotero 

library; which are described in greater detail below. 

Collecting Video Files. Since the collection was part of the Harvard Library’s born-digital 

ephemera project, we first used the methodology developed for other materials and regions in 

the project. That methodology prescribed obtaining an original digital file from its creator. The 
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steps included identifying the video creator, contacting that person or organization for 

permission to add the video, and in case of a positive response, obtaining a signed Creative 

Commons license (in English) and the video file itself. Not surprisingly, in the context of Russian 

realities this was a daunting task. When we contacted the few authors we were able to identify, 

for the most part they were shy, surprised, and sometimes even frightened by our inquiry; most 

of them ignored us and some removed their videos from hosting platforms. Nevertheless, the 

process yielded 19 video files. For better accessibility and research value we had them fully 

transcribed and translated, and eventually they will be deposited in Digital Repository Service 

(DRS) and made available to users. 

Web Archiving. The next approach was web archiving. We chose the web archiving 

program offered by the Ivy Plus Library Confederation (IPLC).35 Its highly effective infrastructure 

offers bibliographers a chance to concentrate on curating the content and devising metadata, 

while the Confederation provides complete technical support. With the Princeton University 

Slavic, East European, and Eurasian Librarian Thomas Keenan on board, the project became 

collaborative. The Video Appeal to the President of Russia Web Archive was launched in May 

2021.36 It is searchable by subject, date, format, city (or region) and country. 

Currently the archive contains 314 videos, which is roughly one third of the total number 

of VATPs collected and that number has the potential to grow in the future. 37  However, the 

goal of archiving the complete collection could hardly be attained, for reasons that have to do 

with technology, copyright, and online longevity. Presently the Archive-it service (used by IPLC) is 

limited to certain social media platforms and excludes others. In practical terms this means that 
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videos posted on Odnoklassniki, VKontakte, Facebook or Instagram are out of reach and, 

therefore, out of 1007 videos in the collection 223 could potentially disappear without a trace.  

Zotero Library. We started the Zotero library early into the project as internal storage for 

the videos collected. However, over the course of building the collection, as its shape, size and 

importance became evident, we realized that there is value in opening the library to the public 

as the only, albeit temporary way to provide access to the complete raw collection.38 Not a 

preservation or storage solution, a list of links saved in a Zotero library provides a snapshot of 

the current state of the collection. Even if a VATP disappears from the online hosting platform, 

its digital “imprint” will remain in the library for statistical and historical purposes, just as an 

internal card catalog of letters received at an institution is useful to researchers even when the 

letters themselves are no longer kept.39  

To make a large-size collection of links accessible, we considered it of utter importance to 

supply metadata (tags), an occasional short summary in English (in the “Extra” field) and 

organizing the list. The current library structure includes groups and subgroups (“collections” 

and “subcollections” in Zotero terminology) organized by subject, special formats, demographic 

groups, and accessibility. A video can belong to more than one group. The subject groups include 

“Cultural policy,” “Economic conditions,” “Education,” “Emergencies, disasters, etc.,” 

“Environmental conditions,” “Geopolitics,” “Legal issues,” “Local administration,” “Political 

activity,” “President’s performance,” “Religion,” “Social conditions,” “Various industries and 

management” and “Miscellanea.”  To assist with discovery of VATPs that use various creative 

strategies we placed some of them in the “Creative formats” group. The “Demographic groups” 

category reflects the diversity of the video originators. The “No longer available” group includes 
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VATPs that were at some point included in the collection but later were found inaccessible 

(either because a user removed the video or changed the account’s privacy settings, or because 

the account itself had been deleted). Rather than removing these videos from the list, we 

decided to keep them in this special group, so they can still be used for research (if only as 

metadata) and at the same time serve as a reminder of the fragility of the material we are 

dealing with. 

 

Conclusion 

The current state of the collection of video appeals to the President of Russia is a 

complex but workable hybrid structure that includes web archiving, a Zotero library, and 

unprocessed video files. This solution has advantages (both short- and long-term) and challenges 

(mostly long-term). On the one hand, it succeeds in the immediate task of delivering the 

complete content to users, getting a large portion of the material preserved permanently 

(through file storage and web archiving), and providing metadata and structure through Archive-

It and Zotero, (with Zotero also allowing access to metadata in tabular format). On the other 

hand, Zotero is not a preservation solution, and although it presents the collection in its original 

richness, the videos will keep migrating into the “No longer available” group. We also must come 

to terms with the legal and technical limitations of Archive-It.  

As a result of the work done in the first two years of the project the collection has 

acquired a certain size, shape, and format, but it will require ongoing collecting and curation as 

long as new VATPs keep being produced (and it is impossible to predict if a political change 
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would affect that).  We cannot say with confidence that the phenomenon of publicly addressing 

a president through video is uniquely Russian, but it is certainly native to Russia. This has to do 

both with the official encouragement of this activity and the remarkable epistolary tradition of 

letters to the authorities that preceded the home-videomaking era. The true place of this 

phenomenon in contemporary Russian culture is too early to define, but it will become clearer to 

its future researchers. Our role is to give them this chance. 
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