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Abstract. This article examines the poetic language of Platonov as, first and foremost, a metaphysical language, for the 1917
revolution, such as it is depicted in Chevengur, exceeds the bounds of social and political events and becomes instead an existential
‘reconfiguration’ of the world. In the given analysis of the author’s artistic language, we have referred to the ‘energy principle’ of
poetics developed by K. A. Barsht, M. A. Dmitrovskaia’s idea regarding the ‘metaphysical’ view of the cosmos, the nature of Pla-
tonov’s destruction of the ‘prose canon’ as demonstrated by Yu. I. Levin, and the specificity of the writer’s use of tropes as studied
by N. A. Kozhevnikova. The goal of our study is to demonstrate that the idea of ‘rebirth’ is the organising principle in the portrayal
of characters in the novel. This idea is embedded in the system of consciousness of the ‘knights’ of Chevengur who dream about
‘fully completed communism’ (nogenanusiit kommyrnusm). The analysis focuses on Chepurny’s understanding of the world. A series
of anthropomorphic tropes demonstrates the unique relationship between Chepurny and Chevengur: the town is modelled like the
character of a person. The significance of modelling the town is this way is predicated on the intentionality of the manmade trans-
formation of the world, that is to say communism, via the creation of harmonious connections between man and the world. What
these observations reveal is that Platonov, through the mythological language of characters, delivers ideas that are dear to him, and
in the process exposes the possibility for much hoped-for changes as well as the helplessness of man as he tries to grasp the myste-
rious depths of existence.
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The highly original worldview that Platonov ex-
pounds in his prose texts has on numerous occasions
been the focus of critical attention. One finds in those
critical works that examine Platonov’s universe a range of
thoughts regarding the impossibility of understanding
the ‘artistic significance and poetic language’ of the au-
thor’s works without explaining the ‘main parameters’
of the ‘picture of the world’ that he creates [Barsht
2000:7]. Accordingly, M. A. Dmitrovskaia’s investiga-
tion into Platonov’s poetic language proposes that
there is a single authorial position that creates the par-
ticular ‘metaphysical picture of the Cosmos
[Dmitrovskaya 1999: 4].

In the opinion of K. A. Barsht,

The way that Platonov saw and modelled reality in his
fictional texts was different from how anyone else saw and/or
described it: [he saw it] as the immanently living matter of the
Universe which flowed from one place to another, was trans-
formed along the energy-matter axis and was contained in
Einstein’s four-dimensional continuum [Barsht 2000: 9-10].

With reference to S. G. Bocharov, Barsht concen-
trates on the particular role of ‘the substance of existence’
in the author’s picture of the world:

...According to the logic of Platonov’s poetic language, any
phenomenon composed of the ‘matter of existence’ is part of the
general body of the cosmos... It is not the case that the spiritual
acquires a material body ‘as if anew’ but vather that it never
even lost it and indeed could not lose it; according to Platonov’s
logic, the spiritual cannot escape the body of the cosmos
[Barsht 2000: 4].

The connection between the essential problems
that Platonov addresses in Chevengur and the search
for an adequate form for their expression is sharp and
tense. E. A. Iablokov rightly suggests that the revolu-
tion depicted in Chevengur is torn away from

...the political context; the significance of the revolution is
expanded to bursting point: it is a question of the prospect of the
‘end of the world’, not metaphorical but literal; of the tragic
futility of the communist revolution, which is understood as a
“cosmic”, ontological revolution [Yablokov 2001: 12].

One way in which the 1917 revolution is presented
as ontological are the principles of character portrayal
in the novel: the idea of ‘rebirth’ becomes the organising
framework. It is essential to note that all of the main char-
acters in Chevengur aspire, to some degree, to ‘rebirth’ as a
way of breaking through to a different existence, one
more worthy of Man as a cosmic phenomenon
[Khriashcheva 1998: 37—42]. In this respect, the figure
of the fisherman is unambiguous:

Secretly he simply didn’t believe in death ... He saw
death as another province, situated beneath the sky, as if at
the bottom of the cool water, and it had an attractive pull (6)".

' This and all other quotations are from Robert and Elizabeth Chan-
dler’s English translation of Chevengur:

Platonov A. P. Chevengur by Andrey Platonov / translated from the
Russian by R. Chandler, E. Chandler. New York: NYRB Classics,
2024.592 p.
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Detachment

“Detachment” (a concept devised by A. F. Losev)
from the meaning of death and its association with the
idea of ‘another province’ are motivated by the fisher-
man’s impatient hope of accessing another life, one
which is situated beyond the realm of empiricism. The
character ‘had been unable to bear his own life and
transformed it into death’ (259) in order that he should
be able ‘ahead of time to see the future morning’ (259).
A similarly strong impatience is what lies behind the
rebirth of the Chevengur knights. Believing that the
revolution is the end of the world, they try to ‘create’ a
new, postapocalyptic world. For them this process sig-
nifies a manmade attempt at transforming Existence,
which culminates in the cessation of time, ‘fully com-
pleted communism’.

We shall concentrate here on one of the central
figures of Chevengur: Chepurny. In the portrayal of this
character the idea of “rebirth” is realised in particularly
striking fashion.

In order to explain the author’s logic in the por-
trayal of this character, to begin with we shall examine
the principle behind the relationship between man and
his surrounding environment. Compositionally the
novel creates a feeling of disconnected and reassem-
bled spaces, which are constructed in paradigmatic
chains. What is surprising about these spaces is their
depth and the tenseness of the interrelation in them
between the human and the cosmic. The spaces are
depicted relative to man, who is at the centre of them,
and are presented as a way for man to escape his small
body and move towards the boundaries of contempla-
tion — the sky, the horizon. This process is twofold: on
the one hand, it is as if man is woven into these spaces,
which become an extension of his internal vision, and
thus constitutes one of the links in the chain in the life
of the world, but on the other hand, these spaces soak
into him, becoming an immediate part of his body, of
his own ‘matter’. They are like dreams. The substance
that these places are made up of freezes after a pro-
longed stretch of time as their own dreams become
interwoven with man’s dreams, and this process forms
the spectral meaning of the imaginary, its fragile, illu-
sory shell.

Here is an indicative example: at the Party meeting
in the district committee, it is described how, ‘The gas
of exhalations had already formed a kind of hazy local
sky beneath the hall ceiling’ (142). The narrator makes
the solidity of the ‘little cosmos’, which is formed by
the breathing of the ‘self-fashioned’ Party people who
merge with the space of the room, almost physically
tangible. The indistinct ideas of those present are ren-
dered metaphorically: the ‘hazy local sky’ (142) character-
ises and unites those gathered together at the meeting.
Even the work of the local ‘sun’ — an engine that gener-
ates electricity — depends directly on the skill of the
mechanics and engineers: ‘The electric light faded till
it was only a red glow — evidently, the power station
dynamo was now rotating only from its own momen-
tum ... The light came back on ... the power-station
workers were used to sorting out problems on the
go ...’ (143); that is to say their work is directly bound
up with the functioning of the ‘human matter’ of the
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mechanics and engineers. The origin of life and its
manifestations, such as the local sky’ and the ‘sun’, is
man. Everything is executed and supported by human
initiative.

After the expulsion of the ‘residual scum’ (ocra-
ToyHoi cBonoun), Chevengur becomes another
‘manmade’ space. This effect is achieved through a
chain of anthropomorphic metaphors:

1) A sad summer darkness lay over Chevengur, now
quiet, empty and terrible (204).

Here the space is personified: ‘darkness’ is de-
scribed as ‘sad’, ‘Chevengur’ as ‘peaceful and empty,
scary. It is as if the place falls asleep, exhausted by
what has happened - that is, the total destruction of
life — and its dreams merge with the thoughts of
Chepurny.

2) A defenceless sorrow lay over the whole of Cheven-
gur — as in the yard of a father’s house, when the mother has
been carried out in a coffin and, along with the orphaned son,
the fences and burdocks and the abandoned entrance room
are all yearning for her. And the boy leans his head against
the fence, strokes the rough boards with his hand and weeps
in the darkness of an extinguished world... (204).

The inanimate space acquires animate characteris-
tics: the courtyard and home, which have lost their
owner, and the child who is left without a mother.
Moreover, the state of being an orphan becomes uni-
versal; it extends to all other subjects of the world:
‘fences, burdock, the canopy of tree branches’. Just like
a child who has lost its mother, Chevengur is ‘defence-
less’ in its pervasive sorrow. The space of the town is
totally personified: the condition that it finds itself in
is likened to the feelings of a child experiences the
death of its mother as the ‘darkness of an extinguished
world’.

3) The child who in the previous instance serves
as the vehicle of comparison becomes real [Kozhevni-
kova 2000].

Chepurny could remember empty nights that had come
to a stop like this when he was a child ... he had sensed a kind of
dry, narrow stream, constantly stirring his heart and carrying
the sorrow of life into his child’s mind ... made little Chepurny
... Weeping and raging, as if a worm were tickling him right
through the middle of his body. And this same dry, stifling
anxiety was troubling Chepurny again, on a Chevengur night
that might have extinguished the world for ever (205).

It is as if the young Chepurny’s ‘melancholy of
life’, which is born with the ‘empty night that had
come to a stop’, and which he perceives first as a ‘dry,
narrow stream’ and then as a ‘wormy’, returns to the
soul of the character when he is already an adult; the
feeling thickens into an ‘anxiety’ regarding the possi-
ble death of the world. This oneiric flow of the feelings
of a childhood soul into the ‘anxiety’ of an adult soul,
and its subsequent condensation in the very substance
of the night, is facilitated by a ‘transfer’ of epithets:
‘stuffy’ and ‘dry’, when they become modifiers of the
‘anxiety’, come also to colour the ‘Chevengur night'.
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The poetic expression of these spaces forms something
comparable to Tarkovsky's ‘long shot,, where ‘that
which man sees within himself’ becomes extended to
the plot itself [Turovskaya 2021]. In this kind of shot it is
neither a sense of being structured meaningfully nor the
relation of cause and effect that play the leading role, but
rather ‘secondary things’, which usually serve as a back-
ground and ‘hover’ in the narration; the protuberance of
these things and their protraction in time act on the
reader (or viewer). Such things that retreat to the mar-
gins of consciousness play a particular role for a per-
son, forming the ‘unconscious’ component of their
psyche, which itself is hugely significant for a person
and holds great power over them. This is a power that,
when it suddenly appears, dazzles a person with the
unfathomability of its strength and forces the person
to commit inexplicable acts. So as to achieve artistic
accuracy, Platonov, and later Tarkovsky, uncovered the
‘interiority’ of the phenomenon, bringing into the con-
versation the ‘hidden side’ of human memory. They
reached for things from the periphery of human con-
sciousness and relegated to that periphery things which
are consciously designated as ‘central’, as ‘meaningful’.

It is clear to see that the unique relationship be-
tween man and the town is a two-sided trope: Cheven-
gur is compared with a child, and the child (and adult)
with Chevengur [Kozhevnikova 2000].

The childhood ‘theme’ here is not accidental. The
insistent likening of the place of the first Chevengur
night to the state of the childhood soul is evidence of
the place’s rebirth. In Chepurny’s perception, the
place, like an infant, has the capacity to surprise and
awaits wonders:

Chepurny went still and began to feel afraid: Would the
sun rise in the morning, would morning ever come — now that
the old world was no longer? (205); whether there would be
winter under communism or whether there would always be
the warmth of summer (242).

In this way, the space of the town becomes extremely
anthropomorphised: its character is modelled on the
character of a person. It loses its objectivity and be-
comes a personified phenomenon. This fundamentally
poetic (or, rather, mytho-poetic) principle of depiction
also allows Platonov to express the intentionality of the
transformation of the world. The intentionality is
man’s acquisition/renewal of new/lost connections
with the Universe and, above all, of those connections
that exist between people, which are a partial manifes-
tation of these global connections. In his exploration
of the ‘energy principle’ in the construction of Pla-
tonov's Universe, K. Barsht rightly emphasises:

For Platonov, reality is not simply man in the world...
but rather the necessary, substantial, dialogic

relationship between man and the world, both of which
are implicated and invested in each other. As a structural part
of the “matter of existence”, man cannot be distinguished
from the remaining “matter” [Barsht 2000: 15].

The description of the burial mound and the way
that it is perceived by Chepurny can be explained by
the author’s search for new connections between man
and the world and their expression.



He watched the sun eat through the misty dark over the
earth and cast its light on the windblown, rainswept mound
with its dreary, naked soil — and as he watched, he remem-
bered a forgotten spectacle similar to this poor mound that
had been gnawed away at by nature because it jutted out over
the plain ... A nation warming its bones in the first sun — and
these people were themselves like decrepit black bones from
the crumbling skeleton of someone’s vast, perished life ...
Athin old man wearing only trousers was standing there,
scratching his ribs, while a boy sat by his feet and observed
Chevengur ... (224)

The reader is confronted with an ambivalent
image: a ‘bare burial mound’ with dead, barren terrain
is depicted as ‘gnawed away’, that is to say in a state
where it is about to be devoured by the ravine, to dis-
appear in it. According to the semantic ‘chain’ of the
verb ‘to starve’, which Dal includes in his dictionary
entry for the verb [see Dal 2000: 8771, the prefixed
form of the verb ‘to gnaw’ in this instance (‘usrnogars)
suggests being reduced to bones. The others (the down-
trodden and dispossessed sub-proletariat) are also, so
to speak, ‘isomorphic’ in relation to the burial mound.

These others appear in the context of the unfor-
giving nature of the metamorphosis that all living
matter undergoes. But at the same time, the weakness
of their vital energy is deceptive: ‘their presence on the
bare hill - Golgotha - personifies the capacity for re-
generation, which is emphasised by the connection
between old age and youth, between the ‘skinny old
man’ and the ‘teenager’ who sits at the former’s feet’
(I. 1. Plekhanov). Existence extends the fatality of
death into an endless alternation of deaths and resur-
rections, which the semantic charge of bones empha-
sises. Platonov’s sense of time is multi-dimensional:
the processes of history that is repeatedly reborn and
the fatal but protracted ontology run in parallel
[Khriashcheva 1998: 77].

The burial mound Golgotha prompts Chepurny
to understand his strange double life.

... He could not remember whether this was ... Chepurny
had seen this same burial mound, the same unexpected ap-
pearance of the class poor... “But if it weren’t for the Revolu-
tion, youw’d never glimpse a burial mound like this, let alone
with proletariat on foot,” Chepurny said to himself. “Though
it’s true that I also buried my mother twice. I walked behind
her coffin, wept, and remembered that I'd already walked
behind this same coffin, kissed these same deadened lips — and
lived through the day whole and hale. And that meant I'd be
able to live through this second day too (226).

Platonov systematises the ‘rebirth’ by constructing
two systems for marking time, which he distinguishes
clearly: there is the pre-communism Chevengur and
the post-communism Chevengur. The latter is coeval
with the ‘end of history’; time is converted into an on-
tological space, qualitatively divided into two distinct
intervals.

Chepurny’s life begins again with the advent of
the new Chevengur. Together with the town he is
completely renewed internally: they (the town and
Chepurny) are subjected to the same process and are
simultaneously in the same state. In this respect,
Chepurny is the human double of the town. He is

33

CONCEPTS. PROGRAMS. HYPOTHESES

something of the ‘primal being’ of Chevengur, a being
that can assume any form; he has nothing of his own
and is endowed with the highest will of creation, the
will of the proletariat. Chepurny’s revelations seem to
be absolutely sincere and are in need only of Prokofiy’s
‘weakening’ decipherment. Chepurny’s extreme intel-
lectual clumsiness is compensated by his ‘Pythian’
qualities. Like Chepurny, Chevengur is an absolutely
malleable, yielding place, in which there is nothing to
prevent the execution of transformations that are
monstruous from the perspective of human moral
norms. These transformations are a ‘condensation’ of
the internal state of Chepurny, of the work of his spirit.
Chepurny’s fate is inextricably linked to the fate of
Chevengur and is a miniature model of the former that
develops in parallel with the town’s coming into being.
His fate shares all of the achievements of the town and
even anticipates them in advance: everything that
happens in the town happens to begin with in
Chepurny’s consciousness.

What does the protagonist’s consciousness rep-
resent? The writer calls Chepurny’s head ‘clear’. What
does this enigmatic epithet mean? The value of
Chepurny’s consciousness is determined by the duality
of his origin. Before revolution he was the kind of per-
son who roamed about Russia ‘without a clarity of
existence’. Chepurny ‘learned to think under the revo-
lution’. It was after the revolution that he began to
organise patiently the chaos of what there was inside
him: he began to turn the hum of internal tension’ into
the elements of a conscious articulation and thus to
search for his place in the world:

He could not think blindly — first he had to put his men-
tal agitation into words. Only then, on hearing these words,
could he feel anything clearly (145).

To borrow an analogy that is used widely in the
novel, the revolution produces Chepurny anew in the
same way that a sea bank raises water to elevated places,
forming in the process new fertile lands out of natural-
ly rich but uncultivated material. The author also
brings out this sense of being ‘uncultivated’ in the
mythical quality of the protagonist’s consciousness.
V. Shmid emphasises that ‘the poetic’ is a ‘principle of
construction’. He enumerates the main devices that
allow for the poeticization of the prose; one of these is
the inclusion of ‘mythical’ and linguistic’ thinking in
the text:

The poetic thinking of the new era, which regenerates
the mythical understanding of the world, resurrects its key
quality: the expansion of motifs... [Shmid 1998]

Initially Chepurny lacks the capacity for abstrac-
tion, and it is specifically for this reason that he expe-
riences the world in an intense and precise way
through its materiality: when thinking, he ‘touches’
things and does not rely on their ‘representations’; this
is characteristic of mythical thinking. Thus he under-
stands Kopionkin when the latter speaks of ‘organizing
sadness in Chevengur’ only when he ‘sensed the taste
of fresh salt’ (175). The actual world lives in Chepurny’s
consciousness materially and fragmentedly:
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Fragments of the world he had seen and events he had
encountered floated about inside his head as in a quiet lake,
but these fragments, lacking any connections or living sense,
never stuck together to form a single whole. He remembered
wattle fences from Tambov province, the faces and family
names of beggars, and an artillery emplacement at the front.
He knew Lenin’s teachings to the letter. But these clear memo-
ries all floated about his mind elementally and did not
amount to any useful understanding (163).

It is the lack of a conceptual level in the consciousness
of the character that causes him to be unable to unite
the surrounding world into something whole: the
world passes by “in scraps”/ “in clouds”. It is no coinci-
dence that the character feels better in the steppe,
which is no longer weighed down by the products of hu-
man equipment, and it is there that he thinks about the
organisation of communism. This ‘bare place’ generates
a feeling of internal freedom and allows Chepurny to
acquire a clarity of vision: ‘... he made his way into the
future with a dark, expectant heart, sensing at least
the edges of the Revolution and so managing to keep
to the right course’ (205). In this fragment, both the
storyline and existential elements, despite being dif-
ferent frameworks, end up organically united by the
‘clear’, that is to say mythopoetic, vision of the charac-
ter. In other words, the literal movement (‘he made his
way... managing to keep to the right course’), which is
pregnant with extended meaning, is transformed into
an existential condition through the use of an unortho-
dox combination of tropes: there is periphrasis: ‘with a
dark, expectant heart’ together with hope; and reifica-
tion: the revolution, an abstract concept, is endowed
with a substantial, material extension: it has an ‘edge’.

What is it exactly that seems so productive to Pla-
tonov about this kind of thinking? Why does he connect
the hopes for the transformation of the world and of
man specifically with this kind of thought? The capacity
for abstract, pure thought is secondary in relation to the
work done by deeper, ‘ancient’ layers of consciousness.
This ‘secondary mental work is only capable of organising
the ‘scraps’ of anterior forms of the world into ‘unneces-
sary constructions that are devoid of live meaning; they
are ‘unnecessary’ because in the temporary, pre-
apocalyptic forms Chepurny and the author were unable
to see a meaning that was capable of developing and
strengthening the life of man. For Chepurny and the
author, pure thought is only able to provide a narrow,
possessive position in the world.

Platonov demonstrates the essential meanings of
the main and secondary work of consciousness respec-
tively in the relations between Chepurny and Prokofy:
‘His [Prokofy’s] narrow mind weakens my grand feelings’
(171). Chepurny’s ‘grand feelings’ are oriented towards
the ‘immediate construction of communism’ as ‘the
end of history’. Although the stopping of time is a
metaphysical event, Chepurny turns it into a human-
induced fact, by describing how it can be achieving by
destroying all of the ‘bourgeoisie’. Chepurny assigns to
Prokofy, someone who knows words’ (171), the role of
translator of the eternal into the temporary, of the
apocalypse into a weather forecast. A similar tendency
may be observed in Chepurny’s attitude towards sci-
ence, which, according to him, is capable of ‘salting
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organisms with some powder (171): as a paramedic
(denbaiuep) himself, he views doctors ‘as intellectual
exploiters’ (171).

Chepurny’s unique consciousness also deter-
mines his attitude to man, to his development and to
his place in the structure of society and existence.
Chepurny is convinced that ‘every living person gets to
know his own fate while still inside his mother’s belly
and has no need of supervision.’ (149). His belief in ‘the
personal mind of each citizer’, which strengthens during
his visit to the district’s main town for the party meeting,
leads Chepurny to conclude that it is essential to abolish
all ‘administrative help to the population’ (149). In
Chepurny’s eyes, people are yielding ‘matter’ for the
communist construction of society, however that is not
to say that this is against their will; it is in accordance
with their will. He considers communism the only
possible and logical ambition for people; it is because
this ambition is ‘hidden beneath the weight of intellect
and property’, however, that it is unable to be realised.
In this way, communism, which man is in the process
of implementing, is itself the transformation of man.
This transformation can happen to every person who
works for it.

What is the significance of this shifting of the co-
ordinates of consciousness in Platonov’s fictional
world? Platonov suggests that the most valuable thing
is a certain ‘primary material’, the ‘blank slate’ of hu-
man consciousness, a hidden, latent force that rever-
berates through all of the phenomena in a human life
and forms this very life through the medium of the
‘shell' of conscious action. This profound, subcon-
scious beginning hoists itself upon the ‘throne’ of ac-
tual ‘directed action’, and the author takes careful note
of its outcomes: is it really possible for there to spring
forth things that have never been seen before and are
truly valuable?

Thus, Chepurny refuses to construct com-
munism through ‘a series of consistently progressing
transitional steps’ in which he ‘suspected a deception
of the masses’ (181). ‘Elemental communism’s welling
up inside me. Should I stopper it with a new policy, or
not? — Better not’ (145), Dvanov responds to Chepurny,
instinctively sensing the whole value of Chepurny’s
‘apocalyptic’ deeds for the cause of communism. It
goes without saying that politics functions here as a
superficial, game-like activity, which appears incon-
gruous alongside Chevengur’s essential ‘seething’.

Platonov gives the reader the sense that com-
munism is like ‘the element welling up (npyuiyio ctu-
xuo) in the episode that describes Chepurny when he
is bathing. ‘...When I'm in the water, I think I know the
truth with utmost precision. But when I'm at the
RevCom, it’s all just thoughts and imaginings’ (176), he
says to Kopionkin.

Flowing water — one of the four elements (the
other three are: fire, air, earth) of the free “qualitativi-
sation” of life — is closely related to the condition that
Chepurny finds himself in: the elements of chaotic
hovering. Flowing water is formless but fully material
and powerful. While he immerses himself in water, it
is as if Chepurny unites his state with the state of his
pursuit, and as a result of this the protagonist be-



comes assured of the positive outcome of his pursuit: ‘I
know the truth with utmost precision.’ (2 1o TouHOCTH
BCclo mpasny 3Hawo) However, these bathing ‘proce-
dures’ do not lend a logic to the subconscious structure
of Chepurny’s thinking, but, on the contrary, only
cleanse and strengthen it. What distinguishes water
from the three remaining pillars of life is that the for-
mer is capable of and predetermined for the preserva-
tion of all information that exists in the universe. This
is connected to ancient knowledge about the power of
enchanted water. Relatedly, it is also necessary to con-
sider the particular role of fish and the fish motif in
Chevengur as a whole.

Unlike the supporters who are willing to accept
communism and become its corporeal constituents,
people ‘of intellect and property’ turn out to be not so
much a social as an ontological barrier to its creation.
For example, Piusia is speaking earnestly when he says
to the “remnants of capitalism” (ocTaTOYHbIM KamuTa-
auctam) who beg him for mercy: “No and no again!”
replied Piusia. “You're no longer people, and all Nature
has changed” (203). Chepurny’s love for Chevengur as
well as Kopionkin’s love for Rosa go far beyond the
usual joy of ownership and instead becomes almost
that which constitutes them ontologically. However,
the love of the ‘petty landowners’ (menkux gomosna-
zenbles) for their property has a near identical quality.
It eclipses even their instinct for self-preservation: they
do not try to avoid their violent punishment for fear of
abandoning their homes and property; they even turn
up to their execution with ‘ittle bundles and trunks’.

Without interfering in Chepurny’s ‘insanities’,
the landowners insistently continue to lead lives that
resemble ‘a dream beneath a padded quilt' (179). By
their very existence they cloud the purity of his idea
and torture him, insofar as communism, weighed
down by them, is clearly incomplete for the protago-
nist. In Chepurny’s consciousness and, most likely, in
Chevengur, which is the protagonist’s double, there
was and can be no place for these people. In order to
achieve an ontologically clear existence, it is necessary
to remove the landowners’. And herein lies the main
paradox of manmade transformation: by seeking to
destroy physical interference in metaphysical processes,
part of which are the mystery and wonder of any hu-
man life, the protagonists serve only to show the im-
possibility of any transformation.

Let us consider the following question: is the pro-
tagonist tormented by guilt amidst all of this? What
are the moral bases for a manmade ‘end of the world’?
Let us compare Prokofy and Chepurny’s attitudes to-
wards the need to destroy the ‘residual scum’ (ocra-
TOYHYI0 cB0o0Yb). Prokofy takes as his point of depar-
ture the ‘objective circumstances’, by which he means
Chepurny’s feelings. He comes up with a reason for
expelling the ‘residual scum’ from Chevengur, namely
that it would be merciful of them to replace the death
penalty with this punishment:

‘... the death penalty will be announced for the entire
middle reserve remnant of the bourgeoisie — which will then
be granted an immediate reprieve ... Their sentence will be
commuted to eternal exile from Chevengur and from other
bases of communism’ (196).
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By thus adapting Chepurny’s feeling to the actual cir-
cumstances, Prokofy alleviates his conscience through
the fact of ‘mercy’. Chepurny, however, does not care
how his feelings are expressed. He lives through a pro-
found tension of conscience, which has merged with
his personality and become his spirit. This conscience
solves another enigma: it frees the truth that has ap-
peared to Chepurny from the un-truth of existence.
Chepurny «domxcer 6vimp npas, max kax derdaa éce no ymy u
CO2MACHO KOAEKMUBH020 uyscmea uegeHzypyes” [IInaTtoHoB
1991: 253] although it should have been correct, since he had
done everything not only according to his own mind but
also in agreement with the collective sense of all the Cheven-
gurians (261).

Prokofy’s conscience is a quality of his soul. It
protects the existence of the animal nature in him as
the fundamental principle of sustaining life. The
source of this conscience is the instinct of self-
preservation, which adapts man to life in society and
becomes, in the process, a human instinct, which in
turn determines the existence of morality. Prokofy’s
conscience fulfils the function of a contemplative and
playful attitude to life. It protects his timid soul from
Chepurny’s apocalyptic ‘designs’ and turns them into
forms that are more or less in line with the generally
accepted ethical balance. Prokofy’s external conscience
distorts Chepurny’s absolute ardour and simultane-
ously feeds upon his fire, since the idea of the end of
history (or communism), just like any other idea,
needs to be dressed in the ‘clothing’ of life, otherwise it
elicits only fear. For this reason, Prokofy is unable to
just allow the former landowners of Chevengur to be ex-
pelled. The issue here is not that Prokofy could not
within himself permit such an act - this, in fact, was
not the case — but rather that for him this unplay-
ful/serious and existential development of events is
inadmissible. The expulsion of the “residual scum” —
an idea that was purely Chepurny’s — seems to Prokofy
to be an abuse, since it is determined by a sense of re-
lation to the world, a different quality of connection
with it; this sense is one that Prokofy does not have.
Therefore, it is for him simply an anti-societal act.

Let us take a closer look at the psychological can-
vas of the characters’ acts. For Prokofy the destruction
of the former inhabitants of Chevengur is not an actual
evil deed, since the life of another person that has no
relation to his own life is of little concern to him. For
Chepurny the destruction of the ‘residual scum’ is also
not an evil deed, but for totally different reasons: this
rabble is an existential barrier for the new construc-
tion of the world. In this regard, there emerges a new
quality of his conscience: the conscience-spirit. ‘That’s
how it’s going to be... it will be kinder, “Tax @ydem...
6ydem dobpee,” he convinces Piusia. The conscience-
spirit is not concerned about its own life. It is a con-
science-for-other. In the case of Chepurny, the con-
science-for-self is not diverted, but rather it grows
into the conscience-for-other. Platonov demonstrates
the vulnerability of this ethical model as a basis for the
transformation of the world. What is essential for this
transformation (of conscience-for-self into con-
science-for-other) is an awareness that the act is
wretched-for-others as well as wretched-for-oneself.
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The dialectic of such an awareness is the main condi-
tion and the main form of a person’s spiritual growth.
Prokofy grows to acquire an awareness of a world be-
yond himself only at the very end of the novel.

‘... Let communism be translated from idea into body —
by means of an armed hand (169). Gopner offers the exis-
tential foundation for this form of transition: he

... had been working for twenty-five years without a
break, and this had brought him no personal benefit in life ...
Neither food, nor clothing, nor happiness of heart — nothing
increased and multiplied. It was clear, therefore, that what
people needed was not labour but communism (194).

The character sees communism as the organic
growth of the ‘matter of existence’: ‘food’, ‘clothes’ and,
the main thing, ‘happiness of heart’. But neither Go-
pner nor any other character knows what exactly it is
and how to live for it. For example, after living in Che-
vengur for twenty-four hours, Kopionkin

... did not detect any new feelings in them; from a dis-
tance they appeared as if on leave from imperialism, but there
were no facts with regard to what lay inside and among them.
Kopionkin considered good humour to be no more than a
warm exhalation — not signifying communism — from the
blood in a human body (179).

Therefore, communism is neither peace nor good
mood, but rather a kind of particular condition that has
not existed before on a generalised scale, a condition
of which each of the characters nevertheless has their
own, innate memory. This condition is the multiplying
substance of childhood time, which lives within the
grownup characters, and therefore has its own face for
each of them. This face appears first and foremost in
their dreams as their brightest and purest recollec-
tions from childhood: Sasha Dvanov’s ‘childhood day’
was not, as was revealed in his dream before his de-
parture to Chevengur, ‘in the depth of overgrown
years but in the depth of his stilled, difficult, self-
tormenting body’ (192); and the ‘forgotten places from
childhood’ that Kopionkin finds ‘in the districts where
he had lived, wandered, and fought' (167), and ‘the
gulches near his (Chepurny’s) birthplace’ (156). They
believe that all of this must be repeated, but this time
on a general, planetary scale — in ‘fully completed
communism’, because life without communism was a
torturous, isolated condition of general grief and
hopelessness, infinitely removed from the ideal that
had once been glimpsed. The characters’ search for
communism is, to some degree, a search for childhood
paradise. This childhood yearning for the protection,
intimacy and warmth of the mother, when ‘the sum-
mer air smells of the hem of her skirts’ (167), is also
satisfied in Chevengur via the ‘feeling of comradeship’,
of relying on another person and finding in this act the
forgotten condition of warmth and partnership.

Communism as a bare idea, however, cannot
provide the support for these dreams. This is why Ko-
penkin demands ‘Let communism be translated from
idea into body’, so as to provide its sensitive, corporeal
and spiritual shell. Chepurny says: ‘even though no one
was able to formulate the firm and eternal meaning of
life, nevertheless you forget about this meaning when
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you live in friendship and the inseparable presence of
comrades’ (198). What he needs is not the idea, but
rather the comradeship as a realization of the happi-
ness of his childhood, where “¢ mex ospazax romuauce
MO0U 8 CHACMAUBOTE MeCHOme — 3HAKOMbLE A0OU CNau4ez2o,
ymepuiue 6 bednocmu mpyda” [TInaTOHOB 1991: 254] dreams
of the gullies and ravines near his birthplace; people he knew,
who had all died in the poverty of labour (156).

The depiction of the transition ‘from idea to
body’, or, in other words, the total spiritualisation of
all of the manifestations of existence, make it neces-
sary for Platonov to use extremely anthropomorphic
forms of expression: “But communism’s about to set in!”
Chepurny quietly puzzled in the darkness of his agita-
tion. “Why am I finding everything so hard?” (197).

The advent of communism is presented by the
author as a post-creation, an act of rebirth, the es-
sence of which is to be found in the fact that ‘Each
body in Chevengur had to live steadfastly, because it
was only in such a body that communism was alive as a
substantial feeling’ (284). Another elegant image that
throws the transition ‘from idea to body into relief
may be observed in the follow dialogue between the
characters:

“What kind of wives do you call these, Prosha?”
Chepurny questioned in doubt. “They’re runts without sub-
stance. They can only have had eight months in the womb.”

“What’s that to you?” vetorted Prokofy. “Let com-
munism be their ninth month.”

“Well said!” Chepurny exclaimed happily. “Chevengur
will be a warm belly for them. In it they’ll vipen quickly — and
be born to completion.” (315)

In the consciousness of the characters, com-
munism/Chevengur is like a ‘warm stomach’, which is
analogous to the maternal womb, a site where the pre-
re-creation of humans is possible.

It is this anthropomorphic perspective that gives
Chepurny the right to write in his edition of Marx
‘athwart the title: “Executed in Chevengur” (196). For
him, all books that have been written are merely the
dead weight of unnecessary intellect for the reason
that they do not bring about warm relationships be-
tween people and therefore must become a thing of
the past once this warm relationship between people
has been achieved.

But how can one preserve and then maintain these
‘warm relationships’ of childhood? The tormented
Chepurny wonders: ‘Only one thing was unclear: was
labour still necessary under socialism — or would na-
ture, left to follow its own course, provide enough
nourishment anyway?’ (227) He finds his answer in the
natural ‘brotherhood’ of the grasses of the steppe that
are organised not like the ‘seedbeds of scum’ (“ceorou-
nas paccada”) of front gardens and flowerbeds but ra-
ther in free, harmonious and independent fellowship.
The organisation of this ‘fellowship’ (conpy>xectBo) is
also commented on by another voice, the voice of the
author-narrator, whose irony is coloured by under-
standing and sympathy:

The Chevengur bourgeoisie had not sown or planted
anything for three years, counting on the imminent end of the
world, but the plants had gone on multiplying from their



parents, observing a particular equation:
three nettle roots to a single ear of wheat (223).

Chepurny’s clear consciousness, which takes a judi-
cious approach towards any manifestations of the logic
of cause and effect, straightens the picture: he finds in
the disorderly and overgrown gardens and steppe in
Chevengur, which he had previously viewed as the
idyllic union of plants, a prototype for the possible life
of the proletariat. To this effect he thinks to himself:
‘Let plain grass be free to grow on the streets of Che-
vengur — like the proletariat, grass endured both the
heat of life and the death of snows’ (198). The grass,
like the proletariat, has been ‘set free’, that is to say
liberated, and, in a description that attributes to it
human characteristics, the grass is described as ‘en-
during’. The character’s attitude towards the steppe is
attentive and reverential. Chepurny endows the empty
and useless grass with independence and the best hu-
man qualities; the wild grasses of the steppe, in their
unsightliness and indivisibility, are likened to the mass
of workers, which is just as meek and amorphous:

The hum filling his ears in wnight shelters out in the
steppe — was the sound of the oppressed labour of the world’s
working class (227).

These plants which individually are unremarka-
ble and unnecessary together fulfil the important
function of a ‘defence’ of Chevengur:

The weeds lay all around Chevengur as a thick shield
against the hidden expanses, where the Jap sensed a crouching
humanity. If not for the weeds, if not for the brotherly, patient
grasses Which so resembled unhappy people, the steppe would
have been unacceptable. Instead however the wind carries the
seeds of their own reproduction through the weeds and a man
walks through the grass with a pounding heart, heading for
communism (197).

Chepurny sees in the life of these steppe plants a
prototype for the new construction of the world. It is
specifically the steppe and the act of contemplating the
‘friendship of these living plants’ that convince
Chepurny that communism is possible:

Pondering the overgrown steppe, Chepurny had always
said that it too was an International of cereals and flowers,
guaranteeing plentiful nourishment to all the poor without
the interference of labour and exploitation (223).

The plants in the steppe live a free and independent
life, in which they all enjoy equal rights. No one sows
them, no one tends to them, and yet they live harmo-
niously, ‘Keeping close together, protecting one an-
other’ (223). This, Chepurny believes, is what life ought
to be like in communist Chevengur. The ‘monument’
to vanquished nature that the residents of Chevengur
plan to erect testifies to this: ‘In the shape of a tree
growing out of wild soil and, with two gnarled arms,
embracing a man beneath the sun they shared’ (223).

JlurepaTypa

CONCEPTS. PROGRAMS. HYPOTHESES

Thus, Chevengur gives narrative form to the idea
of a manmade transformation of the world, one which
the author calls ‘communism’. However, as critics
have already observed, the dictionary definition of this
word diverges significantly from the meaning that
Platonov inserts into it. The author offers thoughts
that are dear to him through language of his charac-
ters’ mythological consciousness: he experiments, ex-
poses and discovers hope for the possibility of an onto-
logical transformation of the world as well as the help-
lessness of human pretensions.

The world that is created by the residents of Che-
vengur after the ‘end of history’ is revealed to be a ‘con-
tinuation’, ‘condensation’ of their corporeal-spiritual
condition, which is expressed by a cascading series of
anthropomorphisms that liken man to his surrounding
environment. On the one hand, the paradigm of these
likenesses opens up the possibility for harmony be-
tween Man and the World, but on the other hand it
‘delays’ the possibility of this harmony due to the in-
admissibility of interfering in the secret depth of
existence, part of which is human life. Speaking of
Platonov’s destruction of the ‘prose canon’, Yu. 1. Levin
makes the following observation:

‘According to the norms of prose writing, depar-
tures from the empirical reality of the story are quite
strictly limited... [They] are permitted either in the
thoughts or conversations of the characters or in ex-
plicit authorial digressions, but they do not merge
with the main narrative... In lyric, however, ‘every-
thing is allowed’: storyline, psychology, metaphysics
can all merge to the point where they become indistin-
guishable’ [Levin 1998: 411].

This fictional depiction of ‘fully completed com-
munism’ (ozeraHHBI KOMMYHU3M) prompts the au-
thor to create a dialogue between different frame-
works. In such a dialogue, departures from the con-
crete, historical reality laid out by the storyline line
into the realms of the moral and ethical, psychological,
and spiritual-metaphysical are unavoidable. The anal-
ysis of the relationships between these different
frameworks is productive. Through an examination of
the rethinking of concrete and historical realia in the
novel [see: Aleinikov 2013], one can find ‘a wider and
more universal explanation of the text, which allows
us to discover its ontological nature’. M. M. Golubkov
agrees that such an interweaving explains the ‘charac-
ters’ strange type of thinking’ [Golubkov 2014: 99]. One
of the most important conclusions of Platonov’s novel
is the way that it models and grasps the possibilities
for ‘old’ and ‘new’ ontologies in the impatient move-
ment of the knights of the revolution’ towards their
sought-after result. The unison of these different
frameworks into something absolutely cohesive is one
of the factors that determines the ontological princi-
ples of the portrayal of characters.
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