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When Georgia regained independence in the 1990s, it still had to
defend that sovereignty against its northern neighbour. On 31
December 1993, The New York Times published a brief but
notable obituary: “Meliton Kantaria, one of the two Red Army
soldiers who raised the Soviet flag over the battered Reichstag in
Berlin on 30 April 1945, died this week in Georgia. He was 74.
The gesture of victory by Mr Kantaria and another soldier,
Mikhail Yegorov, was immortalised in a documentary film seen
worldwide. Mr Kantaria’s death was reported on Tuesday by the
Itar-Tass news agency. The report gave no information on
survivors or his career after World War I1.”

For Georgians who lived through the violent years of the
1990s, that foreign notice was extraordinary. Thirty years ago,
few people outside the Soviet sphere knew—or cared about—
Georgia. To much of the world, Georgia appeared as a tiny
territory torn by border fighting, a fragment of the former Soviet
Union lost between Russia and Turkey. Georgians were
frequently misidentified as ‘Russians’ or merely as ‘Soviets’,
labels that conflated political status with ethnicity. In that context,
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The New York Times’ objective reporting of Kantaria’s death
carried particular resonance.

Meliton Kantaria was born on 5 October 1920 in the village
of Jvari (Tsalenjikha Municipality, western Georgia), the son of
Varlam Kantaria and Lydia Shonia. The centenary of his birth
could not be widely celebrated because of the coronavirus
pandemic, yet his countrymen marked the occasion as best they
could: some visited his memorial bust (erected in 2016) in
Kikvadze Park, Tbilisi, while others gathered at his tomb beside a
statue (erected in 2015) on the grounds of Public School No. 3 in
his native village. Despite the rain, local officials and ordinary
citizens assembled to pay their respects.

Kantaria’s life was marked by hardship. Having left school
at eleven to work on a collective farm, he was conscripted in 1940
and endured four years of war, during which he was wounded
three times. On the night of 30 April 1945, amid gunfire and
explosions across Berlin, Red Army units made their final assault
on the Reichstag. The scene recalls the climax of Rezo
Chkheidze’s film Father of a Soldier (1964): fighters storming a
shattered building to reach its summit. Near midnight, Kantaria
and Yegorov, supported by comrades under Lieutenant Alexei
Berest, reached the roof and, unable to secure the cupola because
of crossfire, affixed a Soviet flag to the statue of Kaiser Wilhelm
II. A German counter-attack on 1 May set parts of the building
alight and removed many flags, yet around three hundred Soviet
troops held their ground and preserved the Victory Banner.

Following the German capitulation on 2 May, regiment
commander Fedor Zinchenko ordered the banner re-raised on the
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cupola. The damaged steel and glass structure made the ascent
perilous; both sergeants climbed the shattered framework and
narrowly escaped death. Later, Colonel Zinchenko recalled that
“the Victory Flag was flying at the highest point of the old
German parliament, well-visible from all around.”

The Victory Banner flew over the Reichstag for several
days. Under the Allied division of Berlin, the area was assigned to
the British sector, and the 3rd Shock Army had to redeploy. To
prevent the flag falling into British hands, Kantaria and Yegorov
replaced it with an ordinary red flag on 12 May; the original
banner was transported to Moscow on 20 June.

Neither Kantaria nor Yegorov took part in the Victory Day
parade on Red Square on 24 June 1945. During rehearsals,
Marshal Zhukov judged them insufficiently trained in parade drill;
Captain Sergei Neustroev, selected to carry the banner, was
hampered by a wounded leg. The three who marched were chosen
for their drill proficiency, and the original bearers watched the
ceremony from the gallery. Kantaria and Yegorov, who became
close friends, were later made Heroes of the Soviet Union and
offered military careers, yet both preferred to return to civilian life
despite limited prospects.

Mikhail Yegorov worked at a dairy farm after leaving the
army in 1947 and died in a road accident on 20 June 1975, aged
52. In the late 1980s, Kantaria faced renewed controversy when
critics questioned the authenticity of the Victory Banner
incident—an attack on collective memory that resurfaced again in
2008. Nevertheless, on 5 October 2020, the Russian Embassy in
the UK recognised Kantaria’s centenary with an English-language
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tribute that explicitly identified him as a Georgian sergeant who
helped hoist the Victory Banner—a rare acknowledgement of his
nationality. Foreign accounts have often obscured Kantaria’s
Georgian identity: he has at times been described as an ethnic
Georgian from Abkhazia, labelled simply ‘Soviet’, or even
referred to as Russian in English-language texts.

Tragedy revisited Kantaria in the 1992-93 Abkhaz conflict:
a grenade hit his house, destroying most of his photographs,
uniform and documents; his medals were reportedly looted.
Kantaria’s legacy is personal as well as national: he was the
grandfather of Tamaz Ochigava, who died defending Georgian
unity during the Abkhaz war while aiding a civilian family to
escape the line of fire.

Photographic evidence of the Reichstag event remains
complex. The Russian Embassy’s centenary post included an
official portrait of Kantaria and a lesser-known photograph of him
and Yegorov with the banner taken by Alexei Morozov on 2 May
1945. Frequently, commemorations instead use Yevgeny
Khaldei’s iconic staged image—a photograph of volunteers posed
after the Battle of Berlin rather than a documentary capture of the
banner-raising. Despite such inaccuracies, the core truth of
Kantaria’s role endures.

Symbolically, Kantaria’s life is striking: born in the
Democratic Republic of Georgia before its incorporation into the
Soviet Union, he lived to see the restoration of Georgian
independence in his later years. Those who knew him recalled a
patriot with a keen sense of humour and a sincere desire for

peace—both for his homeland and for the wider world.
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