Romanov Family Shooting in post-Soviet Newspapers:
Discourse and Memory

Introduction

In Russian history we can find a lot of different traumatic events that continue to impact
individuals today. The disintegration of the Soviet Union, Stalinist repressions, The First and The
Second World Wars and others. However, there are some events that have not gained the status
of traumatic ones.

The Shooting of the Romanov family is a controversial event in the history of Russia. During the
Soviet regime the murder of the royal family was often interpreted as a necessary measure in
building new socialistic state. During the 90s the topic of Romanov shooting was rarely
discussed. In 2000s several processes of religious and political rehabilitation of Romanov family
actualized the resignation with the pre-Soviet past and the revival of its values in order to find
new self-identity.

This event is researched in details as a historical fact, but the appearance of its representations in
culture and politics shows that this problem has not only historical dimension (®upcos, 2010;
Slater, 2005). The shooting of the Romanov family has indicated a split between two ideologies,
two types of values and the ways of living. With the Emperor’s execution several groups of
people have felt themselves repressed because the Emperor himself has represented certain
socio-cultural values they followed.

Some Soviet people could identify themselves not only with the main victims of the new regime:
they also felt responsibility for its crimes. There were several social groups where the Tsar was
honored as a sacral victim during the 20th century in spite of official ideological obstructions. In
2000s juridical and religious aspects of this cult were legitimated by Russian Orthodox Church
(ROC) and the act of official rehabilitation. These procedures became the symbols of the
reconciliation between the Soviet and pre-Soviet past.

These socio-cultural processes were supported by the actualization of their symbolical meanings.
Nicolas the Il was the figure that revived nationalist discourses in social movements and politics.
The images of Romanov family and its last members appeared in several patriotic Russian
movies. One of them ("The Romanovs: An Imperial Family” by G. Panfilov) was premiered at
the 22nd annual Moscow Film Festival as its central event. In 2014 Russia is honoring the 400
years anniversary of the Romanov dynasty, and we can expect the new rise of official and
unofficial memorization connected with the major tragedy of this family.

The importance of this research is due to the fact that the discussion about Russian traumatic
experience is concentrated mostly on the Soviet past. We consider that the events of 1917-1918
are also crucial for the problems of self-identification in post-Soviet Russia. The memorization
of the events that happened in this transitional period of Russian history was not well analyzed.
The main corpus of texts focuses on the process of creating myth about the last Russian Tsar and



his family’s shooting in contemporary Russia. The narratives about the Royal family are barely
engaged with the historical discipline, but they do not explain why the Romanovs were killed.
They create sentimentalized, anti-Semitic or mystical myths about the shooting of the Czar
without any attempt to discuss it on the social or academic level.

According to the topic of our research, it was discussed only in one volume of
“HenpuxocHoBennblii 3amac” and was dedicated to political and cultural meanings of the
Romanov family canonization. This events are reflected as “Legends and Myths” (the name of
the magazine section), i. e. as constructed with the rules of the genre stories. These stories are
connected with the “imperial world perception” (“nmnepckoe mupoorrymenue’”), which has not
noticeable differences with pre-Soviet ideology (I'epacumos, 2000).

The discourse of imperial power and its representation is also the main topic of O. Kinskiy’s
article about the 22nd annual Moscow Film Festival and the film of Gleb Panfilov “The
Romanovs: An Imperial Family”. Its premiere was accompanied by sending invitation to the
relatives of the Romnov family, Mikhalkov’s complimentary speech about the film and receipt of
the award by Gleb Panfilov. The choice of the film shows the popularity of the monarchic
discourse among society, where it relates with themes of patriotism and fair ruler who loves its
people, and official authorities who use the monarchic discourse to legitimate their power
(Kunckuit, 2000).

The last article in this section is about the political meaning of the Romanov family canonization.
V. Krivulin interpreters this event as division of power between ROC and Russian official
authorities. Thorough analysis shows that ROC was the main actor in most of socio-political
events that were connected with Romanov family at the beginning of new century. ROC tried to
declare itself as an instate of social power (Kpusynun, 2000).

The majority of the existent researches are dedicated mostly to the political meaning of the
Romanov family canonization and its connection with the rhetoric of Russian authorities or
representation in media: movies, documentaries, television debates, articles.

At the same time there are very few articles that reflect the cultural consequences of this event.
There are no visible attempts in trying to mark the shooting of the Romanov family as the
cultural trauma experience in public discourse. Meanwhile, the problems of the collective fault
exist only in religious discourse, where the killing of the Royal family is taken as the burden of
all Russian people - their ancestors and descendants. Our aim is to find out why Nicholas
Romanov and his family is still a controversial topic despite the fact of political rehabilitation
and religious canonization?

More detailed study on this topic can clarify the meaning of some commemorative practices that
take place in modern Russia. Analyzing the cultural representations of Tsar family shooting we
can understand how the inner conflict of building the national identity is resolving (or whether it
can just be resolved).

In order to understand how the Romanov family shooting functions in contemporary socio-
cultural context we will study its representations in the Russian media. We focus on post-Soviet
narratives about Romanov family that are constructed in the newspapers as a case.



The reason for this choice is connected with the conceptualization of this event as cultural
trauma. In cultural sociology approach trauma can be described as a construction which is
expressed through the process of narration and signification. Mass media allows articulating a
special narrative about traumatic event (Alexander, 2004). Besides, different social groups take
part in the constructing these narratives interacting with media. The analyses of public media can
also help to reveal representatives of such groups and examine how they talk about particular
events. We have chosen newspapers as the most available source for the detailed research (other
types of media such as TV are more difficult to analyze because they have more complicated
semiotic structure and they are more difficult to find and systematize).

Case study

In our research we concentrate only on the text content of newspaper articles and use the
discourse analysis as the main method. As Donald Matheson states, discourse analysis of the
media allows describing collective meanings in details and finding which representations of the
social life predominate (Matheson, 2005). With the help of this method we can find structures
that create trauma narratives.

The limitations for our material are language (Russian), type of press (central [main] daily
Russian newspapers) and period of time (1998-2013). We do not take into account a time period
1991-1997 because our test search showed us that there were no publications dedicated to
Romanov family during this time. To collect appropriate materials we made a search in
“Unrerpym” and “Public.ru” databases and used the following key words: paccmpen :1
Pomanosvix, xanonuzayus 1 Pomanoswix, ocmanuxu . Pomanoswvix, Huxonaii . 2 Kpo8aswlil Ulu
C65mou.

Picture 1 presents the results of this search. It shows the number of articles in each newspaper
and their approximate circulation and number of audience (data from “Amunac CMH” portal
[URL.: http://www.mediageo.ru/fedpressa/fedpressa.html]). To make our analysis valid we select
only newspapers with wide audience and big number of articles.

The number of articles found in the databases after the inquiry “pacctpen PomanoBbix” is twice
as much as “kanonm3aiusi PomanoBbeix”: that may indicate that political meaning of the Tsar’s
figure overshadows the sacral (orthodox) discourse.

Many articles include “Huxosaii kpoBaBblit” in their titles that shows negative connotations of
the Nicholas’s image. At the same time it is seen that main characteristics revolves around two
opposite aspects of his figure: the saint who was an innocent victim of the Soviet regime or the
“bloody” tyrant whose death was a logical conclusion of his deeds.



newspaper circulation (k) audience (k) number of
articles

Komcomonbckas Npaspa 800 520 14
MockoBckuin komcomornel, 950 850 12
M3secTus 250 125 9
HesaBucumas raseta B59K(2) 74 8
Poccuiickas raseta 400 190 6
KommepcaHT 250 150 9

Tpya 150 65 7
BeyepHsas Mocksa ? ? 4
Poccuiickne Bectn ? ? 3
Hosble N3BecTna (Mocksa) 50 30 4
Other newspapers 13

Picture 1

Number of publications (89)

© number of articles

Events:

1998 - remains, burials
2000 - film by Gleb Panfilov
2001 - canonization
2005-2008 - rehabilitation

2008 - 90 years anniversary
of shooting

Picture 2

On Picture 2 we showed the
dynamic  allocation of the
publications (in all newspapers,
not only in selected). There is a
direct dependence between this
statistics and major events
connected with our topic.

Our main aim is to find out how
the discourses about the Royal
family are constructed in the
contemporary Russian media.

We attract our attention to selected newspapers in order to understand what themes were
discussed and how they were presented to the public.

The narrative is constructed from several codes of trauma (as we assume) discourse. We
highlight three elements in each article: events/main topic, rhetoric, names/personalities. It will
help us to formulate some codes (or “tags”) that were used through the selected years.



Events/main topic

The themes dedicated to the Royal family ——— it e
became popular few times through the period articles
of our research (Picture 3): 1998 27
1999 1
e 1998-1999: Discussion about the Royal 2000 16
family’s remains and their burial. It was 2001 3
accompanied by the debates about the 2002 2
identification of the remains that were = 5
found in Yekaterinburg. There was also a e .
confrontation  between  Church  and — :
Government over the necessity of the burial — 1
in The Petropavlovsk Cathedral. Public and
.. . . 2007 6
official debates actualized a variety of
. . . . . 2008 17
interpretations of Nicholas and his place in -
the history of Russia. S ’
2010 1
e 2000-2001: The process of canonization of - .
the Royal family. It revealed a number of 2012 3
contradictions inside the ROC connected 2013 '
with the attitude of Church authorities to Picture 3

the figure of Nicholas II. It also indicated
the rise of the monarchic discourse.

e 2006-2008: Political rehabilitation of the Romanov family. These processes caused a
sequence of publication in press and discussions about the ambiguity of Nicholas in
contemporary Russian public discourse.

Rhetoric

The representation of the Romanov family in post-Soviet press helps to highlight a number of
contradictions among official and Church authorities and public. The incapability of
comprehension of this traumatic experience creates a conflict of identities and produces a
number of gaps. This conflict becomes visible in a number of articles through the language used
there. The following quotes represent the confusion among “common people”. For example, the
topic of public uncertainty in the authenticity of the Royals remains appeared in the
Kommepcant-Daily newspaper:

«bonbpIloe KOJIMYECTBO BEpywOmHuxX C MOAO3PCHHUEM OTHOCUTCA K I3THUM OCTaHKaM, H
BOIIPOCHI 3TUX JIoJIei TOJDKHEI OBLIH CHATEI»

(Kommepcant-Daily. 28.02.1998.)



Sometimes the public opinion may be supported by the official authorities:

«BrickazaB nuuHoe MHeHue, FOpuit JIy)KKoB BbIpa3ui 00IIECTBEHHOE "ITO HE TE€ KOCTH'".
OH 3aroBopwJi O CHUMBOJMYECKOH YCHINAJIBHUIE, KOTOpas cTaja Obl HaMSTHUKOM
xKepTBaM "mepuosia 6orodopyecTBa U KpacHOro Teppopa B Poccumy».

(Kommepcant-Daily. 07.05.1998)
or ROC representatives like Metropolitan Juvenaly:

«I[JI}I LHCPKBU HE CTOJIb BaXXHO, YbWU UMCHHO 3TO OCTaHKH, BSIb CBAILICHHUKH MOJIATCA HEC
0 TCJIC, a O AyLIC»

(Kommepcant. 28.02.1998)

The contradictions in the society become apparent in the letters and telephone calls of the
readers:

«Bbl npencrasnsiere, 4to OyneT, €CiaM BBIACHUTCS, YyTO moxopoHuiu B IlerepOypre He
1apsi, a Kakoro-to Kymnia?» (Io3BOHUBIIUHN B PEIAKIIUIO)

(Komcomombckas mpasaa. 26.07.2001)

«YKIJIOHSISICH OT ATOTO [IOCEIIECHUs IIEPEMOHUN 3aXOpoHEeHus |, Bbl, kKak MHE KaxkeTcs,
MOXETE MHOIO€ IOTEPATHh B IJ1a3aX POCCUHCKMX TpaxkaaH. Ensa nm oHu mpoctat Bam
910. JlyMaro, emie He MO3JHO MPOSBUTH CBOMCTBEHHOE BaM My»KeCTBO M BHSATH IOJIOCY
cep/iia u COBeCTH.» (MMMCbMO YUTATEIIS )

(MockoBckuii komcomorer. 12.07.1998)

In the newspapers we can see different position about the place of the Romanov family in
Russian history, like hatred against the Soviet regime:

«2T10 ouepenHas nodena Poccuu B Jene yCTaHOBIEHUS WICH MpaBa U CIPABEAIUBOCTH
Ha 3emJie pycckoil. Bce sxepTBbI penpeccuil 6€300)KHOT0 KOMMYHUCTHYECKOTO PEXUMa
JIOJDKHBI OBITH peabuutupoBanby. (I'epman JIyKbsSiHOB, aJBOKAT)

(Kommepcant. 09.06.2009)
or, on the contrary, the support of Romanov shooting:

«[lonutnyeckass HeEOOXOIMMOCTh YHUYTOXEHUS Bcel ceMbu (a He '3Bepckasd
KPOBOXXaJHOCTB", KaK 3TO PUCYIOT Bparu) Obljla HE BCEM IOHSATHA M HE BCEM IOHSATHA
eme Terepb. He Tonbko 3a rpanuieit, Ho u 'y Hacy (D. FOpoBckuii)

(MockoBckuii komcomorterr. 15.01. 1998)



The most representative article, in our opinion, was published in “Komcomosnbckas npasaa”
newspaper in 2008 where the different opinions about the need of State to admit its historical
mistakes were introduced. We may observe different points of view from ROC authorities:

«["ocynapcTBO, HE OCyIUBILIEE MPECTYIICHUH, COBEPUICHHBIX MPOTHUB I[APCKOH CEMbH,
OTATOMIAET ce0s, a B HEKOTOPOU CTENEHU U HAPOJ, MOCIEACTBUSMH ITUX MPECTYIICHHH.
OcyxaeHnue rocyaapcTBOM yOHMiIiCTBAa HAapCKOM CEMbH CTAHET aKTOM ITOKasHHS Harleu
CTpaHbl Tiepel yOMEHHBIMH IAPCTBEHHBIMH cTpactoTepriamuy. (BceBomon Yarmuw,
npoToWepel, 3aMrjiaBbl OT/eNa BHEHNIHWX LEPKOBHBIX CBsi3e  MOCKOBCKOTO
naTpuapxara).

«MBI JOJDKHBI AeNaTh TakK, 4TOOBI KPOBOIPOJUTHE HE MOBTOPSUIOCH. Llapckyro cembio
Ka3HWIM UCTOATUIIKA - 0e3 cyna. Takas rpoMaaHas cTpaHa - U Jaxe HE CIPOCHIN Y
Hapona» (Oner Trop, HacrosTens xpama CBSTOro 0JIaroBepHOro KH3S AJIeKcaHApa
Hesckoro, IIckoB)

politicians:

«Ucroputo numyt groau. A 3a omMOKM 3a4acTyr0 OTBEe4aroT notoMku. U emie Bompoc:
u3BHHATHCS mepen kem? Ilepen HaponoMm winm mepex NOTOMKaMu wmaps?» (Acrar
CacgapoB, MUHUCTpP BHYTpEHHUX Jien TaTapcraHa)

«1 mymaro, BIacTh B 3TOM ciydae M3BMHUTCS. XOTA MOIJIa Obl U caMa 3TO ClieNaTh, HE
noxupasich oopamienus nepksn» (Koncrantun bopoBckuil, MOJUTHK).

culture representatives:

«l Bcerna noaJepKUBar0 LIEPKOBb, HO B JAHHOM CJIy4ae OOBUHEHHE HAIIPABIEHO HE IO
aapecy. Paccrpen PoMaHOBBIX - aKT peBOJIFOLIMOHHOIO TEPPOpa, a HE IOCYIapCTBEHHOIO
BOJIEU3bsIBIIEHU. TyT ymecTHee OblI0 Obl M3BMHHUTHCS KOMMYHHCTaM» (AJjeKcaHap

HyruH, Gunocod)

«HpIHem s BIacTb He UMEET HUKAKoro oTHoueHus K youiictBy Huxonas II, u To, uro
yCTpanBaeT LIEpKOBb, - MpocTo cMentHo» (Cepreit Masaes, coauct rpymnibl «MopaibHbIii
KOJIEKC»)

«YX ecnu TpPOCUTh MpOLIEHUS, TO Y MWIIMOHOB pEIPECCHPOBAHHBIX. 3a HX
HCKaJieueHHbIe CcynbpOb» (Anekceit BopoHIIOB, 3aBOTIETIOM OXpaHbl MaMSITHHUKOB MY3e€si
«KynukoBo nose»)

and “common people”:

«Hert, He HYHO. DTO BCe paBHO YTO B OJJHOM KOHII€ aBTOOyca HACTYNUJIM Ha HOTY, a B
Ipyrom koHiie ropopst: «3sunute».» (I'anuna, untarensHuna caiita KP.RU)

«/lymaro, PoMaHOBBI HaKOHEI-TO 0Openu Mmokoil. VI HaM yke HaJo0 CMHPHUTHCS CO BCEM
3TUM. DTO HaIllla UCTOpHs, €€ He Iepejaenaeiib. 1orga COBEpLIEHHO ApPYrue JI0Iu Y



Bractu crosuid. [la ecth u apyrue, 6osee xuBbie IpoOsieMbl B Hamiel crpane» (Honna
SAxHoBcKas, hoTomoiens, XabapoBCK)

These statements from various groups of people indicates that there is no understanding of who
should ask for redemption and why. Even the question “who is the victim?” stays unclear: is it
just Romanov family or all the people who suffered from the Soviet Regime. It is impossible to
reveal a certain answer, so it gives rise to various fantasies and conjectures about the Emperor
and his family. These fantasies also exist because of many flaws in the investigation of shooting
and the identification process:

«Hakanyne 84-ii rogoBummHbl pacctpena PomanoBeix B EkxarepuHOypre HCTOpUK
Brnagnen CupoTkuH u CcOBETHHK npencenarens [ocynmapcrBenHod paymel  FOpuit
JlepraycoB myOJIMYHO 3asBWJIK O TOM, YTO L[apcKasi CEMbsl HE Oblia paccTpelnsHa, a
ckpbiBaiach Ha KaBkase, u 4To 10 cux nop xuBa AHacracus PomaHoBa»

(MockoBckuii komcomosierr 13.07.2002)

«bonbme Bcero ObLIO Ka3akoB. BoJbIIMHCTBO Jtofeil B (opMme nepxalu XOpYrBU ¢

M300paXeHUSAMH CBITHIX U Hammucsmu "Beepoccuiickoe coboproe nBmkenue", "Coro3

IIPaBOCIaBHBIX XOPYrBEHOCLEB". BBICTpOMIINCE TI0AM C NATPUOTHUYECKOM JIMTEPATypoi.

Panom ¢ MHorouumcneHHeiMu Ouorpadusmu  Huxonmas Il um  BCEeBO3MOXKHBIMU
nmn

HMCTOPUYECKUMU XPOHUKAMHU coceacTBoBamu razetol "[lamars", "Uepnas corus”, " dy3np"
U KHUTH TUna " noButhie pplObl (MACOHBI U CHOHUCTHI B SITOHUM)».

(HeszaBucumas rasera, 22.08.2000)

These ,,myths* may be produced even by official authorities like we can see in the first quote or
approved by the Church.

Names/Personalities

The number of mentioned names and personalities in the publications can be combined in several
groups. First of all, we can divide them into two big parts: political figures and representatives of
ROC who displays different positions to the Nicholas and different discourses. The symbolic
meaning of the official burial plays the prior role to such political figures as Boris Yeltsin, Yuri
Luzhkov and Vladimir Putin in order to legitimate the continuity of power, while the act of
canonization is more important to the Church authorities and society in order to expiate general
guilt.

Another theme is connected with the historical meaning of the Nicholas Il and addresses to the
debates over the reasonableness of the Romanovs killing and opposed them to the soviet leaders
- Vladimir Lenin and Joseph Stalin and their politics. Other group of personalities is primary
consist of cultural figures who translate monarchic discourse in their works - Nikita Mikhalkov,
Gleb Panfilov, Edvard Radzinsky. The places mentioned in articles are related with the locations
where the Royal family was killed (Ipatiev House, Ganina Yama, Church of All Saints
(Yekaterinburg) or were buried (Peter and Paul Cathedral).



Representatives of the ROC: Alexey Il, Vsevolod Chaplin, Metropolitan Juvenaly, Metropolitan

Kirill

Historical figures: Nicholas I, Vladimir Lenin,Sokolov, Yakov Yurovsky, Joseph Stalin

Contemporary politicians: Boris Yeltsin, Boris Nemtsov, Yuri Luzhkov, Vladimir Putin

Others: Gleb Panfilov, Nikita Mikhalkov, Maria Romanova, Edvard Radzinsky

Places: Ipatiev House, Ganina Yama, Church of All Saints (Yekaterinburg), Koptyaki Road,

Peter and Paul Cathedral

Tags

The thorough analysis of the rhetoric, key words, headlines and mentioned names allows us to
reduce them into a several “tags” that are repeated in each selected period of time. Three
diagrams (Pictures 5) show the percentage correlation of this “tags” in 1998-1999, 2000-2001

and 2006-2008.

authenticity
"%

reder
history/memory 12%
3%

1998-1999 2000-2001 2006-2008
Picture 5
years 1998 - 2000 - 2006 - In 1998-1999 the attention was focused on
tags 1999 2001 | 2008 the burial of Romanov family because the
remains/burial 14 2 10 remains were found at that time. It is
ROC 12 3 8 confirmed by the number of articles
authenficity 7 3 8 dedicated to this topic (Picture 6).
redemption 7 3 8
history/memory. 6 5 2 Another popular topic was connected with
sannonization 5 6 = debates about the authenticity of this
sovernment 5 = = remains. ROC insisted on the more
shooting 4 1 3 detailed expertise and cancellation of the
investigation = = = official burial ceremony. It was the
myths = 1 =
rehabilitation = = 5
selebration = = 3

Picture 6



moment when ROC tried to legitimate itself as a social power that can compete with the
government in the new political situation (Kpusyaus, 2000).

In 2000-2001 the process of canonization was the most discussed topic because ROC and
government had finally divided their fields of interests. During this period we can describe
newspaper articles using the tags “canonization”, “ROC”, “memory”. The last tag is important
because it is connected with “myths” that appear at this time. This “myths” are the first attempt
to reflect the shooting of Romanov family as a narrative. It is confirmed by different
documentaries and films about Romanovs (such as G.Panfilov’s and E.Radzinsky’s works).

In 2007 “new” remains were found in Yekaterinburg. That caused discussions about authenticity
and burial again. There were also arguments about official political rehabilitation of Romanovs
as soviet regime victims. Among new topics we can highlight celebrations dedicated to Romanov
dynasty (such as 90 years anniversary of shooting).

Conclusion

According to the selected material we can single out repeating personalities, tags and key words
that create a number of various topics and combine into narratives. These narratives are revealed
through the core events (Burial, Canonization, and Rehabilitation) and underline the unified
socio-cultural process which shows how the Romanov family, on the one hand, turn into the
object of justification for official authorities” monarchic attitude, and, on the other hand, how it
creates a division between politicians, church authorities and public. It also displays an inability
to formulate a consolidated reflection about the traumatic influence of the Romanov shooting.

The canonization and juridical rehabilitation of the Royal family members actualizes a variety of
social, political and cultural discussions about what symbolic meaning the figure of the Last Czar
assumes today. The Romanov family became an object of disputes between The Church and
Government in the early 2000s so as their status in the social discourse. The act of canonization
divided not only the public opinion but also the orthodox believers. Nicholas Il and his family
turned into passive instruments according to Government or Church’s interests.

The analyses of the articles in main Russian newspapers represents the lack of reflection on the
symbolic, political and cultural meaning of the Romanovs’ death, therefore there is still no
articulated traumatic discourse. At the same time, we can notice tendencies for creating number
of conspiracy theories which appear because of lack of structured knowledge on this topic and
the absence of attempts to find a consensus between religious and political authorities who can
translate them in a public field. Nicholas Romanov and his family are still the object of debates
between Government and Church, nationalists and communist, and even among common people.

The dynamics of publications through 15 years shows that the rhetoric they use did not
essentially change. The monarchic discourse of official authorities which was mentioned in the
“HenpukocHoBenHbiit 3amac” in 2000 is still connected with the figures of Russian rulers,
including Nickolas Il. Moreover, the division of power between ROC and Russian official
authorities still exists. 2013 is the year of 400th anniversary of Romanov family ruling and it



assumes a various commemorative events and practices but it is unclear if there are any changes
in their representation.

The opinion of the Church is still important for all the topics related to the Romanovs and, first
of all, for the public. There can be seen a sense of sympathy for the killed family in readers’
letters but it is not enough to create an undiluted narrative about Romanov's shooting. At the
same time we may observe certain signs of collective trauma which can be expressed by Church,
Government or society. But they still stay unimportant.
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