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ALEXANDER RODCHENKO AND
STAR TREK: THE AVANT-GARDE
ROOTS OF A SCI-FI VISUAL
LANGUAGE

At first glance, linking a Russian avant-
garde artist from the early 20th century
to a beloved American science fiction
franchise might seem like a stretch. Yet,
when you examine the angular
compositions, the dramatic diagonals,
and the utopian spirit that defined both
the work of Alexander Rodchenko and
the visual landscape of Star Trek, the
connection becomes not only plausible
but profound. Rodchenko, a founding
figure of the Constructivist movement,
reshaped how we see the world through
photography, graphic design, and
sculpture. Star Trek, meanwhile, shaped
how we imagine the future. This article
explores how Rodchenko's revolutionary
aesthetic principles—his bold geometry,
dynamic angles, and belief in art as a
tool for building a better world—created
a visual grammar that later found a
natural home in the starship corridors
and alien worlds of the final frontier.

Who Was
Alexander

Rodchenko?

Alexander Mikhailovich Rodchenko
(1891-1956) was a Russian artist,
sculptor, photographer, and graphic
designer. He was a key figure in the
Constructivist movement, which
emerged after the Russian Revolution.
Constructivists believed that art should
not merely reflect life but should actively
participate in building a new society. For
Rodchenko, this meant abandoning
traditional easel painting and embracing
industrial materials, photography, and
graphic design as tools for mass
communication and social
transformation.

Rodchenko is best known for his
dynamic photographic angles—often
shooting from extreme high or low
perspectives—and his use of bold,
geometric forms. His photomontages
combined multiple images to create
powerful propaganda posters, while his
spatial constructions explored the
interplay of form and void. His work is
characterized by:

e Diagonal lines that create a
sense of motion and instability.

e Extreme angles that force the
viewer to see the world differently.

e Geometric abstraction using
circles, squares, and intersecting
lines.

e A focus on industrial materials
like metal, glass, and wood.

e A utopian belief in art's power to
reshape society.


https://old.setefer.com/

Rodchenko's influence extended far
beyond the Soviet Union. His
photographic techniques, particularly the
use of dramatic foreshortening and
dynamic cropping, became foundational
to modern photography and film. His
graphic design work, with its bold
typography and stark contrasts,
anticipated the visual language of mid-
century modernism and beyond.

The
Constructivist

Vision: Art for a
New World

Constructivism, as a movement, was
deeply ideological. It rejected the idea of
art as a decorative luxury and instead
insisted that artists should be engineers
and workers, contributing directly to the
construction of a new society. This
philosophy resonated with the industrial
age and the promise of technology to
improve human life. Rodchenko
famously declared, "We are constructing
a new world, and art must be its
engineer."

This utopian impulse—the idea that
design and technology could create a
more equitable and rational world—is a
powerful echo of the core philosophy of
Star Trek. In the Federation, technology
is not a source of greed or conflict but a
tool for exploration, understanding, and
betterment. The clean lines of a starship
bridge, the functional uniforms, the sleek
interfaces—all of these reflect a design
philosophy that prioritizes clarity,
purpose, and human (or alien) well-
being. This is the same spirit that drove

Rodchenko to create his spatial
constructions and photographic
experiments.

Rodchenko's
Visual Language:
The Grammar of
the Future

Before we dive into specific parallels
with Star Trek, it is useful to understand
the key elements of Rodchenko's visual
vocabulary and how they communicate a
sense of modernity, dynamism, and
progress.

1. THE DIAGONAL AND THE
DynaAMIC FRAME

Rodchenko is famous for saying, "We see
everything from all points of view." He
deliberately avoided conventional, eye-
level perspectives. Instead, he
photographed from above, below, and at
tilted angles. This technique, called
"foreshortening" or "perspective
distortion," made familiar objects look
strange and monumental. It also created
a powerful sense of movement and
instability, pulling the viewer into the
image. In his famous photograph
Assembling for a Demonstration (1928),
the diagonal lines of the crowd and the
buildings create a feeling of surging
forward motion. This is not a static
document; it is a call to action.

2. GEOMETRIC ABSTRACTION AND
THE MACHINE AESTHETIC

Rodchenko's early paintings and
sculptures were purely abstract, using
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circles, lines, and intersecting planes. His
later photography and graphic design
retained this geometric sensibility. He
saw the machine as a model for
art—precise, functional, and powerful.
This "machine aesthetic" celebrated
industry and technology as forces for
good. His famous poster for the
Rodchenko and Stepanova book design
(1925) uses bold geometric shapes and
primary colors to create a sense of
technological modernity.

3. MONTAGE AND THE
FRAGMENTED NARRATIVE

Rodchenko was a master of
photomontage. He would cut and paste
photographic fragments to create new,
often surreal, compositions. This
technique allowed him to compress
multiple ideas into a single image,
creating a visual shorthand for complex
themes like revolution, industry, and the
masses. His work for the magazine LEF
(Left Front of the Arts) is a brilliant
example of how montage can be used to
critigue and celebrate simultaneously.

How Alexander
Rodchenko's
Aesthetic Echoes
In Star Trek

Now, let us turn to the stars. The visual
language of Star Trek—from the original
series in the 1960s to the sleek, modern
designs of Discovery and Strange New
Worlds—did not emerge from a vacuum.
It was shaped by the same modernist
and avant-garde currents that
Rodchenko helped to define. While it is

unlikely that the Star Trek designers
were consciously channeling a Russian
Constructivist, the influence of the
Bauhaus, Le Corbusier, and the broader
modernist movement—all of which were
deeply indebted to Constructivism—is
unmistakable.

THE STARSHIP INTERIOR: A
CONSTRUCTIVIST SPACE

Consider the interior of a Star Trek
starship. The corridors are clean and
uncluttered. The walls are functional,
with panels and screens integrated into
the architecture. The bridge is a highly
functional space where every surface
has a purpose. This is the machine
aesthetic of Rodchenko translated into
science fiction. The obsession with
modular design, with plug-in
components, and with the idea that form
must follow function is pure
Constructivism.

e Functionalism: Every surface on
a Federation starship has a
purpose—a control panel, a
viewscreen, a turbolift door. This
utilitarian approach echoes
Rodchenko's belief that art must
be useful.

e Geometric Purity: The use of
circles (the iconic viewscreen),
intersecting lines (the starship's
structural grids), and bold, simple
shapes (the insignia, the consoles)
mirrors Rodchenko's geometric
abstraction.

e Dynamic Angles: The frequent
use of low-angle shots to make the
bridge seem imposing, and the
diagonal lines of the corridors that
recede into the distance, are pure
Rodchenko. They create a sense of
depth, movement, and



technological sublimity.

DiAGONAL LINES AND DYNAMIC
CAMERA WORK

The Star Trek films and series often use
dynamic camera angles to create a
sense of scale and motion. Think of the
famous shot of the Enterprise saucer
section being separated in Star Trek: The
Next Generation—the camera tilts and
banks, following the movement of the
ship. This technique, which makes the
object seem to soar and dive, is a direct
descendant of Rodchenko's photographic
experiments. The use of Dutch angles
(tilted horizons) in action sequences is a
way of destabilizing the viewer, creating
tension and excitement. Rodchenko
would have approved.

THE FEDERATION UTOPIA AND THE
CONSTRUCTIVIST DREAM

Perhaps the deepest connection
between Rodchenko and Star Trek is
philosophical. Rodchenko believed that
art could help build a better world. He
was a committed communist, but his
utopian vision was not about political
dogma; it was about human potential.
He believed that technology, when
directed by human creativity and social
conscience, could create a society free
from poverty, ignorance, and
exploitation.

This is precisely the vision of the Star
Trek Federation. It is a post-scarcity
society where poverty, war, and disease
have been largely eliminated. People
work not for survival but for self-
improvement. The final frontier is not
just outer space; it is the frontier of
human potential. The clean, functional
design of Federation starships is a
physical manifestation of this ideal—a

world where form follows ethics, and
beauty is a byproduct of a well-ordered
society.

Specific
Examples: From
Rodchenko to
the Final Frontier

1. THE ORIGINAL SERIES (1960s)

The original Star Trek (1966-1969) was a
product of its time, but its visual design
was remarkably forward-thinking. The
use of bold primary colors on the bridge
(red, yellow, blue) and the striking
geometric patterns on the sets (the
round viewscreen, the angular consoles)
owe a debt to the same modernist
impulse that drove Rodchenko. The
uniforms, with their simple lines and
contrasting colors, are pure
functionalism. Even the iconic font used
for the title sequence (the "Star Trek"
logotype) has a bold, geometric quality
that would not be out of place in a 1920s
Constructivist poster.

2. STAR TREK: THE NEXT
GENERATION (1987-1994)

By the time The Next Generation arrived,
the visual language of modernism had
become the default for science fiction.
The bridge of the Enterprise-D is a
masterclass in functional design. The
curved, blended consoles, the soft
lighting, and the lack of clutter all reflect
a philosophy of design that prioritizes
clarity and comfort. This is the
Constructivist ideal of "engineered art"
applied to a starship. The use of
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holograms and touch-screen interfaces
(a radical idea for the 1980s) further
emphasizes the machine aesthetic.

3. STAR TREK: DISCOVERY AND
STRANGE NEw WORLDS
(2017-PRESENT)

These modern series have taken the
Rodchenko aesthetic to new extremes.
The interiors of the USS Discovery are
sleek, minimal, and highly geometric.
The use of extreme camera angles is
pervasive, with shots that tilt, swoop,
and zoom in ways that would have made
Rodchenko proud. The designers have
explicitly cited modernist architecture
and design as influences. The result is a
Star Trek that looks both futuristic and
historically grounded—a visual language
that speaks of progress, functionality,
and utopian ambition.

The
Photomontage
and the Starship:
Narrative
Compression

Rodchenko's photomontages
compressed multiple ideas into a single
image. Star Trek does something similar
with its storytelling. A single episode of
The Next Generation might tackle
themes of artificial intelligence, ethics,
and identity—all within a 45-minute
runtime. The visual language of the
show helps to compress these complex
ideas into digestible



