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Utopia and Violence 
 

Andrei Platonov: Writing the Modern Age  
 
 
 
 

Klaus Gestwa 
Modernisation through mobilisation 
Excesses of violence, technological upheavals and tactical retreats in 
the early Soviet Union 
 
The early Soviet Union was a world of highly promising, often imported adven-
tures in technology, heroic labour and overpowering mobilisation. The uneven de-
velopment of the Bolshevist dictatorship of modernisation emerged from a se-
quence of desperate forward flight and tactical retreats. From a historical perspec-
tive, what most stands out is the violent and fragmented nature of the Soviet modern 
age. 
 
 
 

Stephan Merl 
Stalin’s erroneous path of collectivisation 
Destructive forces and the crippling of independent initiative 
 
The collectivisation of agriculture is one of the central events in the early Soviet 
Union, alongside enforced industrialisation. The amalgamation of private farms to 
form collectives changed the social and economic foundations of the Soviet sys-
tem of rule and still influences Russia’s economic culture today. The Bolsheviks 
assumed that the mechanisation of soil cultivation in large, socialised farms was 
superior to traditional land management. However, the prospect of mechanisation 
did not lead the farmers to voluntarily come together in collective farms. The Bol-
sheviks reacted to resistance among farmers with violence and force. During the 
early 1930s, the repression of the farmers, slaughtering of livestock and the col-
lapse of the grain industry resulted in starvation which led to the deaths of over 
six million people. 
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Hans Günther 
Suffering from the Revolution  
Andrei Platonov’s life and work 
 
In his youth, Andrei Platonov (1899-1951) was enthusiastic about the Revolution. 
As an irrigation engineer, he took part in the modernisation of the backward coun-
try. In 1927, he completed his novel Chevengur, which has as its subject the fail-
ure of a form of communism based on poverty and fraternity. His second great 
novel, The Foundation Pit, is set in the period of forced collectivisation and fea-
tures the failure of a utopian construction project. Both novels could not be pub-
lished during Platonov’s lifetime. His ironic story For Future Use about collecti-
vised agriculture triggered Stalin’s fury. Even though his work was not printed for 
several years, he continued writing for its own sake. Censorship, attacks on him 
due to his literary work and personal disasters such as the arrest and sentencing 
of his son to a term in prison camp wore Platonov out: his reserve of utopian 
energy ran dry. 
 
 

Sheila Fitzpatrick 
Enthusiasm and disappointment  
Platonov’s and Igor Sac’s view of the Revolution  
 
One of Platonov’s closest friends was Igor Sac, a colleague of many years in the 
People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment. With their lives and work, Platonov and 
Sac are chroniclers of the early Soviet Union. Platonov was deeply marked by the 
utopian ideas of the Russian Revolution. For Sac, his experience in the civil war 
was decisive. Both shared a revolutionary enthusiasm. The New Economic Policy 
and bureaucratisation of the Revolution led to disillusionment. The social and hu-
man costs of collectivisation and industrialisation for the purpose of building so-
cialism in one country, resulted in disappointment, and the Great Terror produced 
a sense of horror. Platonov reacted with sadness, while Sac escaped into black 
humour. 
 
 

Natalya Kornienko 
Controlled, persecuted, destroyed 
Andrei Platonov as a target of the Cheka 
 
The Cheka, the Emergency Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution and 
Sabotage, was founded in 1917. It is the nucleus which engendered the Soviet 
secret service, a pillar of Stalinism and communist party rule. Writers were moni-
tored particularly closely. In 1930, Andrei Platonov became a target of the 
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Chekists. They created a “Platonov file”, and thanks to the work of their inform-
ants, they were aware of what he was thinking and writing, preventing his works 
from being published. Although he was denounced as an “enemy of the people”, 
he managed to survive the Great Terror. However, the arrest of his 15-year-old 
son in the spring of 1938 and his being sent to prison camp for betrayal of the 
homeland, terrorist and counter-revolutionary activity, destroyed not only Pla-
tonov’s son, but also Platonov himself. 
 
 
 
 

Anne Hartmann 

Anachronistic and independent 
Andrei Platonov’s view of Central Asia 
 
In 1934, Andrei Platonov travelled to Turkmenistan with a brigade of writers. The 
brigade’s task was to glorify the successes of the establishment of socialism in 
Turkmenistan. Platonov wrote about his experiences in Central Asia in the short 
story Takyr and the novella Dzhan. Although he may have attempted to meet the 
requirements for socialist realism and to write in a more conformist way than in 
his previously incriminated works, Platonov’s Turkmenistan stories mark the high 
point of his radical departure from the literary and ideological conventions. He 
neither shares the communist image of man nor the complaint about the historical 
backwardness and alien nature of the Asians, nor the teleological certainty in pro-
gress, which entailed the subjection and reshaping of nature. The melancholic, 
pessimistic underlying mood of his works and his emphasis on human suffering 
is also a reflection of the fact that Platonov, measured against the aesthetic and 
political standards of high Stalinism, was not a Soviet author, but an extremely 
independent-minded one. 
 
 
 
 

Vasily Golovanov 
Journey to the ruins of Chevengur 
The rebirth of Platonov 
 
Chevengur is more than an anti-utopia and a grotesque, more than an invented 
space. Chevengur is a state of the soul. Numerous image references have been 
woven into the fabric of Andrei Platonov’s novel. These traces provide us with a 
geographical location for the city of Chevengur. Platonov’s novel, with its magical 
language, is an augury about human catastrophe which came into the world at 
the wrong moment. 
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Georg Witte 
Archaic future beings 
Andrei Platonov’s tool men 
 
In Platonov’s work, the manual labourer “mechanises” his tool, and the engineer 
treats a machine like an archaic instrument. The machine, which is cared for by 
humans and the human who is cared for by the machine form a unit. The enthu-
siasm of Platonov’s heroes stems from this anachronistic relationship to the 
means of production. However, this relationship also leads to jarring dissonances. 
The phantasmagorical nature and monstrosity of his heroes’ visions for the future 
stand in close correlation with the anthropological challenge of the emerging tool 
man. This new man is a permeable entity between the biological and the tech-
nical, the organic and the inorganic world. The fantasies of eternal life which are 
ever present in Platonov’s work are not aimed at decoupling man from his biolog-
ical origins, but at including his body in a universal transfer of energy. 
 
 

Valery Vyugin 
Reading Platonov  
Philosophy of language and fundamental elements of poetics  
 
Platonov is considered to be an author who is difficult to comprehend. The Foun-
dation Pit appears to be highly hermetic. This is due to the fact that Platonov’s 
language is subject to a certain form of sparseness. He creates a specific meta-
language which rather erodes its subject than describes it. This reduction creates 
a new type of semantic unit which is linked to the former “nullified” content and at 
the same time has its own meaning, which is more symbolic, abstract and to this 
extent “philosophical”. Platonov is a philosophical writer, since he avoids philoso-
phising. He does not produce “truth” or “knowledge”, but “doubt”. In this, Platonov 
belongs to the same tradition as great authors of the 20th century such as Kafka, 
Joyce and Beckett. 
 
 
Tatjana Petzer 
Utopia and immortality  
Death and salvation in N. Fedorov and A. Platonov 
 
Overcoming death is a constant feature of utopian thinking. It takes on a palpable 
form with the rapid scientific progress towards the end of the 19th century. Nikolai 
Fedorov’s project of waking the dead is imbued with technical constructs for pro-
longing life and the physical immortality of man. Following Fedorov, Andrei Pla-
tonov offers a literary assessment in the early Soviet period of the practices of living 
and overcoming death. 
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Yevgeny Yablokov 
Beginning and end 
The subject of soil in Platonov 
 
For Platonov, soil plays a key role. In almost all his works, building ground or 
farmland is a central feature. Platonov works with pre-Christian and Christian 
themes such as the creation of man from clay. Soil stands for the beginning and 
the end, for birth and death, for utopia and anti-utopia. It represents the mother 
principle and the feminine and is associated with birth and protection, sex and 
sexual intercourse. 
 
 

Hans Günther 
Utopia in becoming and failing 
Platonov’s The Foundation Pit and the Tower of Babel  
 
Platonov’s “shared proletarian house” and the archetypical Tower of Babel have 
one thing in common: they were never completed. However, while the construc-
tion of the Biblical tower at first progresses successfully, Platonov’s novel The 
Foundation Pit already ends in the preliminary stage with a complete disaster. 
The result of the utopian project is a vast pit, a hole in the earth. Thus, the foun-
dation pit becomes a symbol of the abyss of Stalinist society. The debate sur-
rounding the Tower of Babel has a tradition in Russia literature on which Platonov 
can draw. Anatoly Lunacharsky and the poet Alexei Gastev polemicized from the 
Promethean perspective of proletarian culture against Dostoevsky, in whose Leg-
end of the Grand Inquisitor the builders of the Tower of Babel appear as weak 
rebels against Christ. 
 
 

Robert Hodel  
Communist and personal happiness 
An investigation into Platonov’s The Foundation Pit 
 
Platonov’s The Foundation Pit is a polyphonic and ambiguous work. A central 
theme in the novel is the issue of happiness. For many figures in the work, it is an 
ultimate value, which is placed higher than justice or freedom. They believe in a 
communist society in which happiness is realised. And yet, does the Foundation 
Pit not also illustrate the brutal failure of this utopia? Does it not point to a meta-
physical world which promises more happiness than the real-life, proletarian one? 
Or does it establish, in the midst of the hopelessness, a Christian ethic without 
metaphysics, a sensitivity with humanistic origins? 
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Natalya Duzhina 
Portrayal of a distorted image 
Andrei Platonov’s The Foundation Pit 
 
At first sight, Platonov’s novel Kotlovan looks like an absurd, surreal, eccentric 
text. However, on closer examination, it becomes apparent that in many respects, 
it comes very close the reality of its time. In The Foundation Pit, pathos, madness 
and cruelty are here not a literary game, but a mirror of a historical reality that is 
equally emotive, insane and cruel beyond measure. 
 
 
 
 

Christian Teichmann 
“This is how graves are dug, not houses” 
Stalinist infrastructure and those who built it 
 
The autobiographical records of a Soviet construction engineer who worked for 
the OGPU-NKVD secret police, provide an insight into a world that is largely un-
known: the emergence of the structural and material infrastructures which ena-
bled the terror of the Stalin era. The life story of Alexei Vshivkov shows who 
formed the backbone of Stalinist society. It was not firm believers in the ideology 
or enthusiastic workers, but frightened ordinary Soviet citizens who wanted to pro-
vide for their families and see their children grow up. 
 
 
 

Andreas Guski 
Zero growth in the desert 
Platonov’s Foundation Pit and the Soviet production novel 
 
During the forced industrialisation and collectivisation of agriculture in the Soviet 
Union, the Party demanded that writers place themselves in the service of estab-
lishing socialism. A new genre emerged: the production novel, in which themes 
and ideological leitmotifs of the First Five-Year plan were given artistic expression. 
In formal terms, The Foundation Pit is a classic production novel, while at the 
same time standing in fundamental contravention of this genre norm. In the novel, 
Platonov criticises the abstract power and its ossified language, and his sympathy 
lies entirely with the socially deprived and “poor in spirit”, who hope in vain for 
salvation by the promised glories of socialism. He takes a stand against the con-
formism of production literature because he claims the right to think for himself. 
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Lola Debüser 
“Since might is yours, you’ll have the right” 
Platonov’s The Foundation Pit 
The novel The Foundation Pit shows the consequences of separating progress 
from humanity. The construction project stands for the socialist ideal. At the same 
time, it also evokes the “free people on free soil” from Goethe’s Faust. One is 
reminded of Nikolai Fedorov’s “common matter of humanity”, and of the crystal 
palace which since Chernyshevsky has been a symbol of ideas of a bright, happy 
future in Russian literature and history. However, what actually occurs is a sense-
less, brutal destruction of life and of people, “organised” by a state bureaucracy 
which stifles all life. 
 
 
 

Olga Meerson 
“Oaky maple” and the ritual of reconciliation 
Biblical and liturgical subtexts in The Foundation Pit 
 
Platonov’s novel contains numerous hidden quotes from the Bible and other 
Christian sources. Often, they appear incomprehensible to the reader. However, 
for the text, they are of key importance. The absence of God in the world Platonov 
describes is made even more manifest by the Bible motifs, which are in part par-
odistically alienated. At the same time, they are used by Platonov to set the events 
of his time against a background of Christian salvation. The partially incompatible 
subjective perspectives of his protagonists on revolution and belief form a poly-
phonic, ambivalent whole. 
 
 
 

Pier Paolo Pasolini 
Unforgettable poetics  
Andrei Platonov’s Chevengur 
 
The first chapter of Chevengur is one of the most beautiful texts ever written in 
Russian literature. Platonov is a great literary figure. He has a gift for going into 
detail, and with him, every sentence appears to be the only one that is possible. 
The “style of the 1920s” helps him achieve representational perfection, enabling 
him to create light, vibrant compactness. To this gift is added the patience of the 
stylist, who leaves nothing to vagueness, but drives everything forward until it has 
been given the final finishing touch. However, what we have here is not a precise, 
exact, objective representation of reality. No: Platonov does not place his skill in 
the service of clarity, the patient painting of colours, the perfect grounding. Quite 
the contrary: he loves diffuseness and subtle shading. 
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Ulrich Schmid 
Joke, satire, irony and deeper meaning  
Platonov’s difficult reception in and beyond Russia 
 
Andrei Platonov’s works are of a world class literary standard. However, neither 
in Russia nor in the West has he been widely appreciated. The Soviet literary 
world had difficulty accepting Platonov’s critical stance. On Russia’s book market 
of the 1990s, Platonov had to compete with Bulgakov, Nabokov and Pasternak. 
The first attempts to launch Platonov as an author in the German, French and 
English-speaking countries during the 1970s also failed. 
 
 
 
 

Lola Debüser, Christina Links 
“This author has me in his grip” 
Andrei Platonov, the classical author and the GDR edition 
 
The edition published by Volk & Welt is a milestone in the reception of Andrei 
Platonov in the German-speaking countries. The person responsible for this edi-
tion is editor Lola Debüser. Born in Moscow as the daughter of German emi-
grants, she grew up in the Soviet Union speaking Russian as her native language. 
Platonov’s widow gave her access to the biographical background to his work. 
Lola Debüser and her colleague Christina Links recall the process of transferring 
Platonov from the USSR to the GDR, the lack of interest among the censorship 
authorities in the historical material, book production under exceptional publishing 
conditions and the making of a classic author of Russian literature. 
 
 
 
 

Gabriele Leupold 
The ultimate joy of mood 
Translating The Foundation Pit  
 
The Foundation Pit is a bold and peculiar text. Paradoxically, Platonov’s language 
is “beautiful because it is wrong”. The task of the translator is to render Platonov’s 
linguistic feats in just as “wrong”, bold and beautiful way using the instrument of 
the German language. This applies to the treatment of the colourful Soviet “new-
speak” in the same way as it does to the linguistic profile of the characters. 
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Robert Chandler 
The plane tree and the stones 
Translating Platonov 
 
Platonov’s translators are confronted with an enormous challenge: they must 
transport the brute otherness of the language, the inhuman Sovietspeak and bu-
reaucratese, the euphemisms and the casual manner in which Platonov’s protag-
onists talk about violence. At the same time, they must maintain the lightness with 
which Platonov incorporates these elements into his work. New dimensions of the 
work can be revealed through the translation of passages which at first sight ap-
pear incomprehensible. The discovery of Christian motifs in Platonov’s The Foun-
dation Pit has its origins in a debate on the correct equivalent of an expression for 
a tree. 
 
 
 
 

Anna Kovalova 
Silent film poetics 
Andrei Platonov and the cinema 
 
Although Andrei Platonov also wrote film scripts, only one of them was actually 
made into a film. Further silent and talking films based on Platonov’s prose were 
not created until after his death. The Platonov style follows the rules of poetry. In 
the films, it was not the word itself that was the most important factor, but the 
language of imagery. The atmosphere of Platonov’s texts is reflected in the image 
composition and the music. 
 
 
 
 

Tatjana Frumkis 
“How full of silence is the noise” 
Andrei Platonov and contemporary Russian music 
 
Andrei Platonov’s literary works are imbued with music. Composers such as Ale-
ksandr Mozalevskii, Ivan Sokolov, Vladimir Tarnopolskii, Alexander Vutsin and 
Dmitrii Kurliandskii have set prose and lyrics written by the author to music. Since 
the same motifs recur time and again in Platonov’s texts, they have made use of 
a montage principle to come closer to the music in the text. In this way, they have 
created a counterpoint to Platonov’s language. 
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