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hierarchy that remains unchanged from primitive 
cultures—which suggests that the thought processes of 
civilized and primitive men are fundamentally similar. 
However, before the twentieth century, such an analogy 
between modern and primitive man was impossible. In the 
history of culture, myth was treated as a specific worldview 
peculiar to archaic cultures, and thus studied as a product 
of human imagination in the early stages of cultural 
evolution.

While studying the minds of pre-literate peoples, Claude 
Levy-Strauss came to the conclusion that the imagination 
was the instrument primitive people used to discover 
the world5. The need to discover and explain the cosmos, 
life, and the nature of society brought about mythology. 
Indeed, certain scholars assert that the basic function of 
ancient myth was the accumulation of knowledge. 
However, the accumulation of knowledge and the 
cognition of reality are not entirely identical concepts. 
I would like to look precisely into the relation between 
imagination and knowledge in the creation of the 
mythology of outer space. I define myth as:

The notion that our understanding and explorations 
of outer space are a kind of mythology is hardly new. 
In his book The World of the Soviet Man, Peter Wail 
explains that the Russian conscience has long revolved 
around two ideas: war and the church. While the idea of 
war was present through the entire history of the Soviet 
Union, the temple was much worse off, as churches were 
regularly demolished or turned to other purposes. In turn, 
without the cathedral as a paradigm, architecture could 
not achieve the hierarchical idea represented by the spire. 
Wail concludes that the vertical worldview of a Russian 
must end with the absolute, as the bearer of the immovable 
moral idea. Since the sky could not be empty, new 
celestial creatures had to replace the angels in the Russian 
imagination: astronauts (kosmonavty, or cosmonauts in 
Russian). Wail writes: “Cosmonauts, who ascended higher 
than anybody else, had to fill an in-between position, 
combining an approachability of a worker or a peasant 
with belonging to higher spheres”1. 
This approach to a Soviet mythology of space is quite 
powerful. Implicit in Wail’s understanding is a formalist 
concept of a myth2 , according to which myth is a 
“narrative about the gods or divinities in which folk 
believe” 3, or “traditions about gods and heroes” 4.
As an embodied moral absolute, the cosmonaut 
simultaneously represents a divine being and an element 
of ideology. According to the formalist reading, in every 
myth, a hero appears to satisfy the utilitarian needs of the 
people. This fact betrays a need to belong to a complete 

Understanding of outer space myth differs through the time periods, but 
mythological thinking has given a powerful impetus to the imagination. It is 
clear that the belief in space and imaginary worlds has become a guiding light for 
science and technological development in USSR. What is the relation between 
imagination and knowledge in the creation of the myth of outer space? How 
myth and science influenced space exploration in the past? Why Russia is not 
using space as a social driver anymore? What could push people consciences 
about space today? 

“. . .THE BASIC FUNCTION 
OF ANCIENT MYTH WAS 
THE ACCUMULATION OF 
KNOWLEDGE... .”
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UTOPIAN MARS

Mikhail Volkov, “Bairo-Tun”  (1929)

“Civil war in the heart of Mars“, M.Mizernuk picture for
Nikolay Mukhanov novel “Flaming abyss” (1924) 
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SPACE UTOPIA 

For the Bolsheviks and later Soviet writers and directors, 
space became the seat of Communist utopia. As a political 
utopia, it served two goals: to create new human beliefs 
and values, and to advance political concepts for the future. 
The utopian myth became the image of the future.
As the idea of inhabitable space continued to preoccupy 
Soviet citizens, the main plot of the space utopias involved 
encountering aliens. Such stories were inspired by the 
Italian astronomer Giovanni Schiaparelli’s erroneous 
theory in 1877, that Martians built canals as analogy to 
Earth irrigation system.
In her essay Science Fiction and Myth Creation in our 
Age, Tatiana Chernyshova explains how the imagination 
constructs something analogous to the human way of 
living on Mars. Myth-creating in ancient times worked 
in much the same way, through analogies. Even now we 
can see that triumph of science has not at all eliminated 
the myth-creating mode. Scientific theories also rely 
on an idea that “embodies the fundamental movement 
of cognition – from the familiar and the known to the 
unknown and the inexplicable”7. 
One of the first utopias based on the Martian canal myth 
was created by Porfiriy Infantev in 1901. It defends the 
conservative order, arguing that technologies will solve 
all social and economical problems. In the novel On the 
other planet, Infantev described a higher class of Martians 
who did not need to work because everything was done by 
high-level machines. Since very few people are needed to 
work this machine, Martians can devote all their time to 
the studies and traveling. Due to high-speed infrastructure 
there are no cities, and so Martians live in private villas 
and use a special pass to access all goods. 
Alexandr Bogdanov, a key figure in the early history of 
the Bolshevik movement, started the era of communist 
space utopias in 1908, with the science fiction novel Red 
Star about a socialistic Mars. The novel tells the story of 

Leonid, a scientist-revolutionary who travels to Mars to 
learn and experience their socialist system and to teach 
Martians about his own world.  It is interesting that the 
Martian theme was considered not only as a backdrop 
for a utopian story, but as part of Marxist philosophy. 
Even Lenin wrote in one of his letters: “Friedrich Engels 
speaks about being over the limits of our field of vision, for 
example, about living on Mars and so on. Of course, such a 
thing? is an open question.”
After the revolution, the Bolsheviks began to fight to 
export the revolution. In 1923, Alexei Tolstoy wrote the 

“. .UTOPIA SERVED TO CREATE 
NEW HUMAN BELIEFS AND 
VALUES AND POLITICAL 
CONCEPTS.. .”
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Film “A trip to Mars” by Nikolay Prusakov, 1926



SPACE DISTOPIA

 The pressure of the Soviet political system under Stalin’s 
repressions gave rise to dystopia. The new trend in science 
fiction became to describe a state in which negative trends 
had prevailed. We can take as an example the history of 
the writer Larry Yang, who wrote the novel The Celestial 
Guest for one reader: Joseph Stalin. Larry sent chapters 
of his novel to Stalin anonymously, hoping to awaken 
the leader to the mistakes that had been made. In Yang’s 
novel, Martian spacecraft came at the Earth; through 
conversations with hospitable humans, it turns out that 
the conditions of soviet society had been deformed by an 
oppressive party administration. Although Larry never 
published his work, his identity was finally disclosed and 
he was subjected to repressions.
The Cold War gave a rise to yet another type of dystopia, 
about a capitalist planet torn apart by problems and 
contradictions. Nikolai Nosov’s Neznayka on the Moon 
(1964), a children’s novel that incorporated elements of 
science fiction, described the journey of Neznayka and his 
friends to a Moon in the grip of capitalism. The heroes 
are not familiar with the concepts of money and private 
property, so they always get into trouble. It is extraordinary 
how, through such a fantastic dystopia, Nosov predicted 
all the negative consequences of capitalism that Russia 
would indeed face in the 1990s. Among them are merging 
of the oligarchy and the government; the major role played 
by fictitious capital; the persecution of trade unions; 
monopolies; significant unemployment; congestive, high-
yielding population advertising; conspicuous consumption; 
primitivization of cinema, television and painting; the 
neglect of basic scientific research and so on.

RATIONALITY FOR SPACE

Space myth originated on the basis of practice that is 
defined as «background» knowledge and skills, and as a 
specific activity, connecting words and actions (“ language 
game “).8

Cosmic myth was an expression of political, social 
conditions and values and the concept attitudes of society 
and individuals.
Science fiction and utopia were a powerful language 
practice in the Soviet Union during the 20th century. 
So, if we use the classification of the philosopher John 
Austin, space fantasies are defined by reality and at the 
same time they are a speech act which means “doing by 
words.” 9   Tsiolkovsky described the principle of building a 
spacecraft in science fiction stories thereby determined the 
creation of real rockets made by S. Korolyov. Technological 
advances changed the reality through the language of 
performative utterances. Thus Gagarin’s phrase “Let’s go!” 
became catch-words. But the power of words lies not 
in the literal reality of the write, and it is endowed with 
performative force changing the reality of the Soviet man. 
Political and socio-cultural characteristics of rationality 
provide a significant impact on the scientific and 
technological knowledge. Socialist ideas were expressed in 
the space myth, and the space race has given impetus to 
the development of outer space that started in the 1950th.
In the 1950s, the real cosmic breakthrough began. It 

G.Valk illustrations to N.Nosov novel Neznayka on the Moon, 1965



started with the first satellite (1957), the first reaching of 
the Moon’s surface (1959), and finally, the first cosmonaut 
(1961). All of these achievements were the pride of the 
Soviet Union; myth and rationality coincided, or met in 
the same dimension.  On the one hand, Khrushchev’s 
interest in space was purely pragmatic. On the other, and 
as Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, Jr. explains in the essay Science 
Fiction and the Thaw, science fiction at that moment 
represented a popular literature that addressed the feelings 
of the young intelligentsia, for whom science equaled 
freedom from Stalinist superstition. 
A resident of the future space world must be a smart, 
cheerful, positive, and work for the good of civilization and 
future happiness. A party worker, a farmer, a proletarian 
or a simple servant could not become such a hero. No 
one who lived in ordinary reality could hope to achieve 
the status of a man of the future. The title of “new man” 
could only be claimed by the intelligentsia—specifically 
engineering, scientific and creative workers.
As Csicsery-Ronay writes, “This new intelligentsia 
was being encouraged to take a leading role in the 

transformation of Soviet society into a technologically 
advanced one, and even to lead it into a shining 
Communist future based not on hollow phrases but 
material-scientific achievements”10.   Myth, which 
had inspired the classic science fiction writers of the 
revolutionary period only to be outlawed by Stalin, once 
again became topical but in a more pragmatic and rational 
way.
Scientists were interested in the humanities?, and not 
only in poetry, but also social thought. And the opposite 
also held true, as many lyrics were inspired by scientific 
and technological utopias. Signs of the time included the 
film Nine Days of One Year (1962) and the Strugatsky 
brothers’s novel Monday begins on Saturday (1965):”What 
do you do?”- I asked. “Like all scientists - said nosed 
person. – I’m doing happiness for humans.” 11

Soviet science fiction experienced a golden age. It used 
simplification for the sake of myth-creation, to produce 
myth out of scientific knowledge. As Chernyshova writes, 
“Above all, the adoption of scientific knowledge by 

New sources of energy
A.Leonova, A.Sokolov, Moon power station, 1978

Creation of a new human 
Isaak Azimov, The Gods We Are, 1972

Rare minerals
The Land of Crimson Clouds, Strugatsky Brothers, 1959

Scientific Laboratory
Kirill Andreev, 1952
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OUTER SPACE FOR CHILDREN

“All the guys say 
It’s nice to go to the Moon, 
But in order to go back 
To the first of September.”

“Create. Dream. Try!” “From student models to space ships”



“Those who has not collected scrap iron, would not be talen 
to the Moon”

“Again, you, a naughty child, is covered by space dust!...”

S.Baruzdin. 
“We were flying on a rocket” (art V.Gortinsky), 1963



I KNOW ONE THING: 
THAT I KNOW NOTHING

In the Post-Soviet era, Russia found itself once more on 
the mythological level of space exploration.  After all, the 
cosmos is still unknown. The latest space discoveries show 
only the Socratic paradox: “I know one thing: that I know 
nothing”. Even theoretically, we can explore only 5% of the 
Universe – so called ordinary matter. The rest of the total 
mass–energy of the universe contains 25% dark matter 
and 70% dark energy. Once more, myths appear to fill the 
lack of knowledge , for myths begin precisely as models of 
unknown reality. 
Russian culture saw an attempt to return to mythology, 
once successfully created by Science Fiction. Elana Gomel 
in the essay Science Fiction in Russia: From Utopia 
to New Age, declared a “proliferation of sects, healers, 
prophets, would-be messiahs, alien abductees. And 
conspiracy theories, coupled with economical and political 
instability, has unsettled the consequence reality to the 
point where Sci Fi’s cognitive estrangement does not work 
anymore, simply because nothing is too strange to be 
claimed as true” 15. 
In the West, science fiction after the “Golden age” of space 

exploration tends to cyberpunk as a way of rethinking the 
utopian visions of previous epoch. Russian cyberpunk still 
does not exist, and the weak attempts to create it have 
been highly indifferent to science, despite the fact that 
computers and the Internet have become an important 
part of Russian youth culture.
Instead, in Russia the undisputed rulers of Soviet-era 
science fiction have continued to reign in the Post-Soviet 
era. Instead of rethinking the legacy of Soviet science 
fiction, authors tend to continue their previous work.  Even 
though half of Strugatsky duo, Arkady Strugatsky, died in 
1991, the “Strugatsky school” continues to flourish, kept 
alive by the annual award The Bronze Snail.  Series like 
The time of disciples (Vremya uchenikov) have also tended 
to continue the Strugatsky brothers’ plots: Russian authors 
wrote hundreds of sequels in the period 1990–2000.
Other writers, including Maria Semenova, Nik Perumov, 
Uriy Nikitin, searched for their roots in fiction based on 
Slavic mythology and Pre-Moscovite Russian worlds 
as an attempt to look for the future in the past.  Gomel 
writes: “The turn to ‘nativism’ in fantasy has more ominous 
connotation as well. Slavic fantasy has become a vehicle for 
nationalism, quasi-fascist world-view, which finds many 
overt and covert supporters in post-Communist Russia” 16.  
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A.Likhachev, postcards 
“The Son of Russia” 
devoted to Ury Gagarin, 
1982

>

“Connection was 
interrupted!”

15 Gomel, Elana. “Science Fiction in Russia: From Utopia to New Age.” Science Fiction Studies, 
November 1999. pp. 437
16  Gomel, 338



We are standing on the edge of new space discoveries. We can predict the development of space exploration with comparison with the Great geographical 
discoveries 




