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Writing and Resistance: 
An Anthology of Ukrainian Poetry 

 

In an article, “Can there be poetry after”, Ukrainian poet Anastasia Afanasieva 
wrote: 

I ask 
Half-awake 
Is poetry possible 
At the moment history stirs 
Once its steps 
Reverberate through every heart? 

The poetry of the present invasion of Ukraine is being written now, but as this 
collection reveals, there is a compelling history of poetic resistance to the forces 
that have threatened the people and culture of Ukraine for centuries. In putting 
this collection together my intention has been to acknowledge solidarity with our 
fellow writers in Ukraine at this time of crisis and suffering. Furthermore, as 
writers and readers, we believe that poetry can move the hearts and minds of 
people towards an understanding of truth. That is why totalitarian regimes fear 
the intelligentsia and artists (and in particular the writers) who challenge their 
lies and power. The destruction of cities and cultures is but a prelude to the 
annihilation of free thinking, as seen in the purges of the Stalinist era, which 
continue today in the suppression inflicted on the Russian, and now the 
Ukrainian people, by Vladimir Putin.   

As writers and readers we may feel impotence right now in respect of our 
capacity to directly help the suffering mothers and fathers and sons and 
daughters of Ukraine. But these are natural and even ennobling feelings which 
distinguish us as human beings from heartless monsters like Putin. In an article 
in Eureka Street, “The Sorrow of War” (08 March 2022) Andrew Hamilton wrote:  

To open our imagination to the sorrow of war is the most decent response 
to the war in Ukraine by those who are distant from it. It evokes 
compassion for the soldiers on both sides who have lost their lives and 
limbs in battle, and with them the families who had hopes in them and 
grieve for them. It embraces the sorrow of Ukrainian people who have 
remained in the nation and have lost their lives and health and their 
homes and livelihood to rockets, shells and other weapons, of children 
exposed too early to horror and to anxiety about life, food and shelter, of 
farmers unable to tend their crops, of the millions of people made refugees 
and facing separation from their nation, their language, from their agency 
and from all that makes a nation a home.  
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So, if the poetry here evokes suffering in us, that is something to be welcomed as 
an empathic connection with the Ukrainian people in their time of anguish, and 
a heartening response to our feelings of impotence. 

In disseminating this collection of poetry which speaks out against the brutal 
invasion of Ukraine we are ‘daring’ to do something, however indirect it may 
seem, to challenge the destructive power and lies of the Kremlin. In a recent 
article published in The Guardian Online, Professor Yuval Noah Harari, eminent 
historian at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem wrote: 

The stories of Ukrainian bravery give resolve not only to the Ukrainians, 
but to the whole world. They give courage to the governments of European 
nations, to the US administration, and even to the oppressed citizens of 
Russia. If Ukrainians dare to stop a tank with their bare hands, the 
German government can dare to supply them with some anti-tank 
missiles, the US government can dare to cut Russia off Swift, and Russian 
citizens can dare to demonstrate their opposition to this senseless war. We 
can all be inspired to dare to do something, whether it is make a donation, 
welcome refugees, or help with the struggle online.  

One of the poets in this collection, Ilya Kaminsky, wrote recently from his home 
in the United States about communications with friends and relatives in 
Ukraine about his current experiences. He wrote: 

On the first day of March, over 800 people gathered for a Zoom poetry 
reading bringing together Ukrainian and American poets. It was one of 
the largest poetry readings I have witnessed. Why did so many turn to 
poetry in this time of crisis? While we read poems, the 40-mile Russian 
military convoy threatened north of Kyiv. The West watched as young 
civilians took up guns, sand bags, Molotov cocktails. “The West is 
watching us,” a friend writes. “This is their reality TV war, they are 
curious to see whether we will go on living, or die.” 

Another friend, who remains in Odessa, tells me he just got back from the 
store: “People are grabbing any food they can find. I’m trying to do art. 
Read out loud. To distract myself. Try to read between the lines.” 

I ask how I can help. Finally, an older friend, a lifelong journalist, writes 
back: “Putins come and go. If you want to help, send us some poems and 
essays. We are putting together a literary magazine.” 

In the middle of war, he is asking for poems. 

 

So, to the poems. This collection begins with “Resistance”, a poem just written by 
the English Poet Laureate, Simon Armitage. He comments: 
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The poem is a refracted version of what is coming at us in obscene images 
through the news. The poem repeats the words “it’s war again” several 
times, in reference to successive conflicts in recent history. There’s a 
weariness in the poem; here we go again.But the poem is also a form of 
resistance, I hope. There’s not a lot I can do, sitting here. But writing it 
down, taking ownership of the terrible images, feels a positive act. 

Next we have the works of Ukrainian poets, arranged chronologically by birth 
date. Many of them speak directly to previous conflicts as well as to wider 
themes of social, cultural and spiritual importance. Together they give us a 
compact picture of Ukrainian identity and aspirations. 

Lastly, I have included the full text of Anna Akhmatova’s most famous poem, 
“Requiem”.  Why include a poem by a Russian about Russia? Because it shows 
all too clearly that what the Kremlin is doing to Ukraine now, they have done to 
their own people. It is a frightening thought—having practised the techniques of 
persecution and extirpation of free thinking and truth on their own people there 
is no telling what they might inflict on others.   

In the interests of resisting the war on truth, reality, and human dignity and 
freedom, I urge you to read the works collected here. Also, please pass this work 
on to your friends and networks—every heart that is moved to understanding 
will help to ensure that the history of what is happening will not be erased. 

 
Prof STEPHEN TORRE BA (Hons) PhD Qld 
Arts and Culture Consultant 
Reef & Leaf Pty Ltd 
E-mail: storre@ozemail.com.au 
Mob: 0408 770 166 
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Simon Armitage (b. 1963) 

 
Simon Armitage was born in 1963 in the village of Marsden and lives in West 
Yorkshire. He is the current Poet Laureate (2019-2029) of the United Kingdom. 
He is Professor of Poetry at the University of Leeds and was elected to serve as 
Professor of Poetry at the University of Oxford for 2015-2019. In Spring 2019, he 
held the post of Holmes Visiting Professor at Princeton University, USA. 
Previously, he taught at the University of Leeds, the University of Iowa’s 
Writers’ Workshop and Manchester Metropolitan University before his 2011 
appointment as Professor of Poetry at the University of Sheffield and Visiting 
Professor at the University of Falmouth. It is the role of the Poet Laureate to be 
the poetic voice of the people at moments of social, cultural, or historical 
importance, and by writing “Resistance” Armitage wanted to express the 
sympathy of the British people for the citizens of Ukraine. Armitage says: “The 
poem is a form of resistance, I hope. There’s not a lot I can do, sitting here. But 
writing it down, taking ownership of the terrible images, feels a positive 
act…Poetry has an unbroken relationship with conflict and war, going right back 
to the Iliad”.  

Resistance 
It’s war again: a family 
   carries its family out of a pranged house 
      under a burning thatch. 

The next scene smacks 
   of archive newsreel: platforms and trains 
      (never again, never again), 
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toddlers passed 
   over heads and shoulders, lifetimes stowed 
      in luggage racks. 

It’s war again: unmistakable smoke 
   on the near horizon mistaken 
      for thick fog. Fingers crossed. 

An old blue tractor 
   tows an armoured tank 
      into no-man’s land. 

It’s the ceasefire hour: godspeed the columns 
   of winter coats and fur-lined hoods, 
      the high-wire walk 

over buckled bridges 
   managing cases and bags, 
      balancing west and east - godspeed. 

It’s war again: the woman in black 
   gives sunflower seeds to the soldier, insists 
      his marrow will nourish 

the national flower. In dreams 
   let bullets be birds, let cluster bombs 
      burst into flocks. 

False news is news 
   with the pity 
      edited out. It’s war again: 

an air-raid siren can’t fully mute 
   the cathedral bells - 
      let’s call that hope. 
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Taras Shevchenko (1814 – 1861) 

 
Taras Hryhorovych Shevchenko, the great Ukrainian poet, writer, artist, and 
public and political figure, was born on March 9, 1814, in the village of Moryntsi, 
Kyiv gubernia, in the Russian Empire (today Ukraine). His parents, Kateryna 
and Hryhoriy, were serfs on the land of Vasiliy Engelhardt. Shevchenko began to 
write poetry even before being freed from serfdom. In this period, Shevchenko’s 
poetry displayed a deep national sense which was to remain throughout his life. 
“Body and soul, I am the son and brother of our unfortunate nation”, he wrote. s 
his opposition to the social and national oppression of the Ukrainian people 
grew, tsarist censors deleted many lines of his poetry and created problems for 
the publication of his work. In 1843, the poet left St. Petersburg, and moved to 
Kyiv. The oppression of, and inhumanity toward, the workers and peasants 
witnessed by him in Ukraine, gave rise to new themes in his poetry. Taras was 
buried on Chernecha Hill (now Taras Hill) by the Dnipro River. A tall mound 
was erected over his grave, and has become a sacred site for the Ukrainian 
people. 

Testament (1845) 

When I am dead, bury me 
In my beloved Ukraine, 
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My tomb upon a grave mound high 
Amid the spreading plain, 
So that the fields, the boundless steppes, 
The Dnieper's plunging shore 
My eyes could see, my ears could hear 
The mighty river roar. 
When from Ukraine the Dnieper bears 
Into the deep blue sea 
The blood of foes ... then will I leave 
These hills and fertile fields— 
I'll leave them all and fly away 
To the abode of God, 
And then I'll pray .... But until that day 
I know nothing of God. 
Oh bury me, then rise ye up 
And break your heavy chains 
And water with the tyrants' blood 
The freedom you have gained. 
And in the great new family, 
The family of the free, 
With softly spoken, kindly word 
Remember also me. 
 
Translated by John Weir 

 
 

                                                      “Motherland,” by Ana Juan 
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Bohdan Ihor Antonych (1909 – 1937) 

 
Bohdan Ihor Antonych, was born in 1909 in Novytsia.  As a student in the arts 
and science faculty of Lviv University, Antonych assiduously studied 
the Ukrainian language and Ukrainian literature and wrote journalistic and 
critical articles under the pseudonym Zoil. He graduated in 1933. According to 
his own admission, Antonych was ‘a pagan in love with life,’ ‘a poet of spring 
intoxication.’ His lyrical poetry deals with a wide range of philosophical themes. 
His religious attitude to folk objects and his extensive use of alliteration 
fascinated his contemporaries and have influenced later poets. He wrote many 
poetry collections published during the 1930s.  

 
TRIANGULUM 
A Triangle 
(Faith, Hope, Love) 
 
You desire what is unknown 
what is strange 
the heart trembles with longing. 
 
The azure flower will fade, 
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it will drown in the depth, 
you don't even want to live anymore. 
 
Kill sorrow and profound pain 
with an arrow, 
have faith and hope again. 
 
For happiness is a triangle, 
and it has three sides: 
faith, hope, and love. 
 
(Tuesday, March 29, 1932) 
 
 
The Sorrowful Mother 
 
The wind was blowing into the dark, 
black night. 
Do not count the silver stars; 
just three of them are glimmering. 
 
Three lonely stars, 
like three tears, 
like pearls in the sea, 
the wind was blowing. 
 
The black shawl of night 
All around like a tent. 
But what do your eyes see? 
A mother walking along a path. 
 
The hour of darkness, 
stars are like yellow grain. 
She's walking with her Son's heart 
that is pierced by thorns. 
 
(Saturday, March 1932) 
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Natalka Bilotserkivets (b. 1954) 
 

 
 
Natalka Bilotserkivets is a Ukrainian poet and translator. She was born in the 
village of Kuianivka near Sumy and was educated at Kyiv University. She 
married the critic Mykola Riabchuk and lives in Kyiv. She works as an 
editor for Ukrainian Culture magazine. Her first collection of poems Ballad 
about the Invincibles was published in 1976, while she was still in university. 
She has also published the collections The Underground Fire (1984), 
and November (1989).[ The collections Allergy  (1999) and Central Hotel (2004) 
were the winners of Book of the Month contests in 2000 and 2004 respectively.  
 
Love in Kyiv 
 
More terrible is love in Kyiv than 
Magnificent Venetian passions. Butterflies 
Fly light and maculate into bright tapers – 
Dead caterpillars’ brilliant wings aflame! 
And spring has lit the chestnuts’ candles! 
Cheap lipstick’s tender taste, 
The daring innocence of miniskirts, 
And these coiffures, that are not cut quite right – 
Yet image, memory, and signs still move us… 
Tragically obvious, like the latest hit. 
You’ll die here by a scoundrel’s knife, 
Your blood will spread like rust inside a brand 
New Audi in an alley in Tartarka. 
You’ll plunge here from a balcony, the sky, 
Down headlong to your dirty little Paris 
Dressed in a blouse of secretarial white. 
You can’t discern the weddings from the deaths… 
For love in Kyiv is more terrible than 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natalka_Bilotserkivets#cite_note-miller-1
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Ideas of New Communism: specters 
Emerge in the intoxicated nights 
Out of Bald Mountain, bearing in their hands 
Red flags and pots of red geraniums. 
You’ll die here by a scoundrel’s knife, 
You’ll plunge here from a balcony, the sky, in 
A brand-new Audi from an alley in Tartarka 
Down headlong to your dirty little Paris 
Your blood will spread like rust 
upon a blouse of secretarial white. 
 
Translated by Andrew Sorokowsky 
 

 
Yurii Izdryk (b. 1962) 

 
 

Yuri Izdryk was born in Kalush, Ivano-Frankivsk oblast, in 1962. He is a poet, 
novelist, and literary critic from Kalush. Izdryk is also a visual artist and music 
composer, and has written stagings for theatrical plays. In 1986, Izdryk was 
deployed to the site of the Chernobyl disaster to help clean up the radioactive 
waste. Since 1990, he has worked as the editor in chief of the avant-garde 
literary journal Chetver. A prominent figure in Ukrainian alternative literature 
and culture, Izdryk is the author of four novels in Ukrainian: The Island of Krk 
and Other Stories (1993), Wozzeck (1997), Double Leon (2000), and AM™ (2004). 
The English translation of Wozzeck appeared in 2006. He also wrote the poetry 
collection Stanislav and his 11 Liberators (1996), several collections of essays, 
and a number of short stories, articles on cultural studies and literary criticisms. 
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Izdryk is also one of the founders of the Stanislav phenomenon, a group of 
postmodernist post-Soviet writers. He lives and works in his birthplace, Kalush.  

Make Love 
this war isn’t war — it’s a chance not to kill anyone 
this love isn’t love unto death — it’s as long as it lasts 
to protect one another is all this occasion demands 
and to look at the world through a steady rifle sight 
and to look within ourselves through every microscope 
and to look at you at every hour every minute at all times 
to protect one another — and in keeping calm and carrying on 
to burn down to the ground and to rise up as smoke 
this war isn’t war — but a certain and fiery passion 
this love is forever — just as moments pass forever 
we hit bottom to get stuck in some new heaven 
there is a string that binds us all together 
that string between us is a safety fuse 

 Translated by Boris Dralyuk 

 

Borys Humenyuk (b. 1965) 

 
Borys Humenyuk was born in Ostriv, Ternopil oblast, in 1965. He is a poet, 
writer, and journalist. He has taken an active part in Ukraine’s Revolution of 
Dignity of 2013 anti-terrorist operation in the Ukrainian Donbas region. He now 
serves in a self-organized military unit composed mainly of volunteers.  
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When you clean your weapon 
When you clean your weapon 
When time and again, you clean your weapon 
When you rub strong-smelling oils into your weapon 
And shield it from the rain with your own body 
When you swaddle it like a baby 
Even though you’ve never swaddled a baby before — 
You’re only nineteen, no baby, no wife — 
The weapon becomes your only kin 
You and the weapon are one. 

When you dig trench after trench 
When you dig this precious this hateful earth by handfuls 
Every other handful reaches your soul 
You grind this earth between your teeth 
You don’t, you never will have another 
You climb into the earth like into your mother’s womb 
You are warm and snug 
You’ve never felt this close to anyone before 
You and earth are one. 

When you shoot 
Even when it’s at night and you don’t see the enemy’s face 
Even when night hides the enemy from you and you from the enemy 
And embraces each of you as her own 
You smell like gunpowder 
Your hands, face, hair, clothing, shoes — 
No matter how much you wash them — smell of gunpowder 
They smell of war 
You smell of war 
You and war are one. 
Translated Oksana Maksymchuk and Max Rosochinsky 
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Aleksandr Kabanov (b. 1968) 

 
Aleksandr Kabanov was born in Kherson in 1968. He studied journalism at the 
Kyiv State University. An author of eleven books of poetry and numerous 
publications in major Russian literary journals, Kabanov is said to be one of the 
leading Russian-language poets of his generation. He has been awarded a 
number of prestigious literary prizes, among them the Russian Prize, Inter-
national Voloshin Prize, Antologia Prize, and the Novy Mir Literary Magazine 
Award for the best poetry publication of the year. His poems have been 
translated into German, English, Dutch, Georgian, Ukrainian, Polish, Kazakh, 
and other languages. Since 2005, Kabanov has been the chief editor of the 
journal of contemporary culture SHO (“WHAT”) and coordinator of the Inter-
national poetry festival Kyiv Laurels. 

This is a post on Facebook 
This is a post on Facebook, and this, a block post in the East, 
our losses: the five banned, six shipped back “in zinc coffins,” 
the wounded, everyone: the Ukes, the Ruskis, Merkel, verses. 
God himself had been mined somewhere on lofty heights. 

This summer, without bulletproof vest, in September, no helmet, 
the trolling “Kuban” battalion against our couch centurions; 
I’ll make you a gift: a camouflage case for your tablet; 
time is earwax, peddled in alleyways, under the table. 

So when all is said and done, what did I do for this baby: 
Stroked her nipples with a cursor, tickled her underarms? 
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‘Cause she so wanted to get married, and now in revenge, 
she’ll suck off the recruiter and bring me my draft notice. 

May the blessed relics rest in peace: her Lacoste t-shirt, 
the high-speed Wi-Fi, all your likes and statuses reposted, 
for the heroes never die. The heroes never die, this, 
the very first roadblock at the besieged towers of Troy. 

Translated by Alex Cigale 

 

Halyna Kruk (b. 1974) 

 
Halyna Kruk was born in Lviv in 1974, and was educated at the University of 
Lviv, earning a PhD in Ukrainian literature in 2001. She is a professor of 
literary studies at the university where her research focuses on medieval 
literature in the Ukraine. She is also a poet and writer of fiction. She authored 
four books of poetry and collected some of Ukraine’s top awards for young poets. 
She also writes books for children and young adults. In 2003 Kruk was the 
recipient of the Gaude Polonia Fellowship from the Polish Ministry of Culture. 
Kruk has been vice-president of the Ukrainian branch of the writer's 
organisation PEN.  
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Someone stands between you and death 
someone stands between you and death — but 
who knows how much more my heart can stand — 
where you are, it’s so important 
someone prays for you 
even with their own words 
even if they don’t clasp their hands and kneel 

plucking the stems off strawberries from the garden 
I recall how I scolded you when you were small 
for squashing the berries before they ripened 

my heart whispers: Death, he hasn’t ripened yet 
he’s still green, nothing in his life has been 
sweeter than unwashed strawberries 
I beg you: oh God, don’t place him at the front, 
please don’t rain rockets down on him, oh God, 
I don’t even know what a rocket looks like, 
my son, I can’t picture the war even to myself 
Translated by Sibelan Forrester 

 

Serhiy Zhadan (b. 1974) 
 
 

 
 

Serhyi Zhadan is one of Ukraine’s best-known poets and novelists, who gathers 
crowds of thousands of people at his book launches and events. He is the most 
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popular poet of the post-independence generation in Ukraine. His work speaks to 
the disillusionment, difficulties and ironies that the collapse of the Soviet Union 
has brought, and his readings fill large auditoriums. Originally the enfant 
terrible of Ukrainian letters, Serhij Zhadan, now in his thirties, is considered the 
most important poet of the decade and even one of the leading voices of the last 
century. Zhadan lives in Kharkiv. Zhadan is an internationally known Ukrainian 
writer, with 12 books of poetry and 7 novels, and winner of more than a dozen 
literary awards. His selected poems Dynamo Kharkiv won Ukrainian "Book of 
the Year." (2014) His book Mesopotamia won the Angelus literature prize in 
2015, and the Award of the President of Ukraine "Ukrainian Book of the Year" in 
2016. Zhadan's active involvement in Ukrainian nationalism began while a 
student and has continued throughout the various political crises in Ukraine. 
Since 2014 Zhadan has made numerous visits to the front lines of the Eastern 
Donbas region involved in armed conflict with Russian separatists. In February 
2017 he co-founded Serhiy Zhadan Charitable Foundation to provide 
humanitarian aid to front-line cities. During the current Russian invasion 
Zhadan remains in his hometown of Kharkiv, helping to organize humanitarian 
aid. 

So I’ll talk about it 
 
So I’ll talk about it: 
about the green eye of a demon in the colorful sky. 
An eye that watches from the sidelines of a child’s sleep. 
The eye of a misfit whose excitement replaces fear. 
Everything started with music, 
with scars left by songs 
heard at fall weddings with other kids my age. 
The adults who made music. 
Adulthood defined by this—the ability to play music. 
As if some new note, responsible for happiness, 
appears in the voice, 
as if this knack is innate in men: 
to be both hunter and singer. 
Music is the caramel breath of women, 
tobacco-scented hair of men who gloomily 
prepare for a knife-fight with the demon 
who has just crashed the wedding. 
Music beyond the cemetery wall. 
Flowers that grow from women’s pockets, 
schoolchildren who peek into the chambers of death. 
The most beaten paths lead to the cemetery and water. 
You hide only the most precious things in the soil— 
the weapon that ripens with wrath, 
porcelain hearts of parents that will chime 
like the songs of a school choir. 
I’ll talk about it— 



18 
 

about the wind instruments of anxiety, 
about the wedding ceremony as memorable 
as entering Jerusalem. 
Set the broken psalmic rhythm of rain 
beneath your heart. 
Men that dance the way they quench 
steppe-fire with their boots. 
Women that hold onto their men in dance 
like they don’t want to let them go to war. 
Eastern Ukraine, the end of the second millennium. 
The world is brimming with music and fire. 
In the darkness flying fish and singing animals give voice. 
In the meantime, almost everyone who got married then has died. 
In the meantime, the parents of people my age have died. 
In the meantime, most heroes have died. 
The sky unfolds, as bitter as it is in Gogol’s novellas. 
Echoing, the singing of people who gather the harvest. 
Echoing, the music of those who cart stones from the field. 
Echoing, it doesn’t stop. 
 
Translated by John Hennessy and Ostap Kin 
 
Needle 
 
Anton, age thirty-two. 
Status: “living with parents.” 
Orthodox, but didn’t go to church, 
finished college, took English as his foreign language. 
Worked as a tattoo artist, had a signature style, 
if you can call it that. 
Lots of folks from our local crowd passed through 
his skillful hands and sharp needle. 
When all this started, he talked a lot about 
politics and history, started going to rallies, 
fell out with friends. 
Friends took offense, clients disappeared. 
People got scared, didn’t get it, left town. 
You feel a person best when you touch her with a needle. 
A needle stings, a needle stitches. Beneath 
its metallic warmth the texture of a woman’s skin is so supple, 
the bright canvas of male skin's so stiff. 
Piercing that outer shell, 
you release the body’s velvet beads 
of blood. Carve, carve out 
angels’ wings on the submissive surface of the world. 
Carve, carve, tattoo artist, for our calling 
is to fill this world with meaning, to fill it 
with colors. Carve, tattoo artist, this 
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outer lining, which hides souls and diseases — 
all that we live for, all that we will die for. 
Someone said they shot him at a roadblock, 
in the morning, a weapon in his hands, somehow by accident — 
No one knew what happened. 
They buried him in a mass grave (they buried them all that way). 
His possessions were returned to his parents. 
Nobody updated his status. 
There will come a time when some bastard 
will surely write heroic poems about this. 
There will come a time when some other bastard 
will say this isn’t worth writing about. 
 
Translated by Amelia Glaser and Yuliya Ilchuk 
 
Headphones 
 
Sasha, a quiet alcoholic, esoteric, poet, 
spent the whole summer in the city. 
Surprised when the shelling started, 
he turned on the news, then quit watching. 
He roams the city, never removing his headphones, 
listening to dinosaurs, 
he runs into burnt out cars, 
and dismembered bodies. 
All of history, 
the world where we once lived, 
has left us the words and music of a few geniuses 
who tried, and failed, to warn us, 
tried to explain something or other, 
but explained nothing, saved no one. 
In graveyards, 
their genius rib cages 
sprout flowers and grass. 
Nothing else will be left — 
just the music, just the words, just a voice 
forcing us to love. 
You never have to turn this music off. 
Listen to outer space, your eyes shut tight. 
Think about whales in the night ocean. 
There’s nothing else to hear. 
Nothing else to see. 
Nothing else to feel. 
Except the smell, of course. 
Except the smell of corpses. 
 
Translated by Amelia Glaser and Yuliya Ilchuk 
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Three years now 
we’ve been talking about the war. . . 
 
Three years now we’ve been talking about the war. 
We’ve learned how to talk about our own past in terms of the war. 
We’ve learned to make our plans taking the war into account. 
 
We have the words to express our anger. 
We have the words to express our grief. 
We have the words to express our contempt. 
We have curse words, words for prayer, 
we have all the necessary words 
to talk about ourselves during the war. 
 
It’s very important for us to talk about ourselves during the war. 
We cannot stop talking about ourselves during the war. 
It’s impossible to be quiet about ourselves. 
 
Every morning we talk about the war. 
We stand in front of the mirror, talk about the war. 
We talk to the person we see. 
Wise words. 
Wise, convincing words. 
Wise questions. 
Wise answers. 
 
Every morning we remind everyone about the number killed. 
After lunch we savor flashes of sun light, 
the living grass pushing through dead rock. 
And in the evening we again remind everyone 
about the number killed. 
 
It is very important for us to remind everyone about the number killed. 
It is very important that we remind everyone about the number killed. 
It is very important that everyone hear about the number killed. 
 
We don’t give anyone else the chance. 
We cut reality with garden shears, 
evaluate it, 
pronounce the diagnosis unfavorable. 
 
For three years we’ve been evaluating. 
For three years we’ve been talking to the mirror. 
Where there’s no chance of getting a difficult question, 
there's no chance of getting an awkward reply 
 
The more confident 
talk about this out loud. 
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The less confident — quietly. 
 
Either way, it doesn’t influence 
the number killed. 
 
Translated by Virlana Tkacz and Bob Holman 
 
The Street. A Woman Zigzags The Street. . . 
 
The street. A woman zigzags the street. 
A pause. By the grocery 
she hesitates. 
Shall she buy bread, there is not — is there enough? — not enough bread 
at home. 
Shall she buy bread now, or — tomorrow? — she considers. 
Stares at. Stares at her phone. Rings. Rings. 
Speaks to mother: Mother. 
Speaks abruptly, without listening 
she shouts. 
Shouts 
by the store window; at the store window, 
as if she is shouting at herself in the store window. 
Slaps the phone. 
Zigzags the street, cursing 
her invisible — and therefore even more 
cursed — mother. 
Tears. Tears of pain at her 
mother 
and at the impossibility of forgiving 
her mother. Forget 
the bread. 
Forget it. Forget the bread and everything else on this earth. Forget it. 
Forgo it. Leave it alone. 
That morning 
it begins. The first aerial bombardment. 
 
Translated by Ilya Kaminsky 
 
Take Only What Is Most Important 
 
Take only what is most important. Take the letters. 
Take only what you can carry. 
Take the icons and the embroidery, take the silver, 
Take the wooden crucifix and the golden replicas. 
 
Take some bread, the vegetables from the garden, then leave. 
We will never return again. 
We will never see our city again. 
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Take the letters, all of them, every last piece of bad news. 
 
We will never see our corner store again. 
We will never drink from that dry well again. 
We will never see familiar faces again. 
We are refugees. We’ll run all night. 
 
We will run past fields of sunflowers. 
We will run from dogs, rest with cows. 
We’ll scoop up water with our bare hands, 
sit waiting in camps, annoying the dragons of war. 
 
You will not return and friends will never come back. 
There will be no smoky kitchens, no usual jobs, 
There will be no dreamy lights in sleepy towns, 
no green valleys, no suburban wastelands. 
 
The sun will be a smudge on the window of a cheap train, 
rushing past cholera pits covered with lime. 
There will be blood on women’s heels, 
tired guards on borderlands covered with snow, 
 
a postman with empty bags shot down, 
a priest with a hapless smile hung by his ribs, 
the quiet of a cemetery, the noise of a command post, 
and unedited lists of the dead, 
 
so long that there won’t be enough time 
to check them for your own name. 
 
Translated by Virlana Tkacz and Wanda Phipps 
 
She’s fifteen, sells flowers at the train station 
 
She’s fifteen, sells flowers at the train station. 
Sun and berries sweeten the oxygen beyond the mines. 
Trains stop for a moment, move further on. 
Soldiers go to the East, soldiers go to the West. 
 
Nobody stays in her city. 
Nobody wants to take her with them. 
She thinks, standing in the morning at her spot, 
even this territory, it turns out, may be desirable, dear. 
 
It turns out, you don’t want to leave it for a long time, 
in fact, you want to hold on to it for dear life, 
it turns out, this old train station and an empty 
summer panorama are enough for love. 
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Nobody gives her a good reason for this. 
Nobody brings flowers to her older brother’s grave. 
In a dream, you hear that motherland forms in darkness, 
like the spine of a teenager living in a boarding house. 
 
Light and darkness are formed, take shape together. 
Summer sun flows into winter. 
Everything that happens today, to everyone, is called time. 
The main thing is understanding that all this happens to them. 
 
Her memory is being formed, consolation formed. 
Everyone she knows was born in this city. 
At night she recalls everyone who left this place. 
When there is no one left to remember, she falls asleep. 
 
 
To know that you still lie there beyond the scorched 
mountain 
 
To know that you still lie there beyond the scorched mountain, 
even now easily reached by the road, zigzagged, old, the city 
where I grew up, a life that seemed to be a game. 
 
But who will let me reach your limits now? 
Who will watch me from your windows? 
What joy is there in returning to the city of the dead, what’s the point? 
 
Betrayed by you, cast out past your outskirts, 
cut off from your tenements and boulevards. 
Your people wear their holiday clothes, 
the ground shudders from strikes. 
 
But you still don’t see the great shadow 
that will cover your streets and squares, 
and I stand beyond the scorched mountain, under the rays of the sun, 
and I lament you, my city—hateful, dearest. 
 
Maybe I’m not the only one who laments, maybe. 
 
I don’t have a home anymore, I have only a memory. 
But when they fire from your blocks, damn it, how they shoot. 
How well they sleep now, in my house, 
in the city where all names are familiar, all addresses known. 
 
When you, god, look into a mirror, 
what do you see in your image? 
Woe unto you, the city forgotten by all. 



24 
 

 
Woe unto your women who give birth in a time of pogrom. 
The city of betrayal, the city of sorrow, the city of poison. 
Woe unto all who won’t come back to their homes. 
 
Silent evenings in July. 
Golden stars among the dense leaves. 
To know that black rain will flood your backyard. 
To know that it won’t pass over anyone. 
 
Translated by John Hennessy and Ostap Kin 
 
 

Ilya Kaminsky (b. 1977) 

 
Ilya Kaminsky is a Ukrainian-Russian-Jewish-American poet, critic, translator 
and professor who was born in the former Soviet Union city of Odessa. He now 
lives in San Diego. He is best known for his poetry collections Dancing in Odessa 
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and Deaf Republic, which have earned him several awards. He lost most of his 
hearing at the age of four after a doctor misdiagnosed mumps as a cold, and his 
family was granted political asylum by the United States in 1993, settling in 
Rochester, New York. After his father’s death in 1994, Kaminsky began to write 
poems in English. He explained in an interview with the Adirondack Review, “I 
chose English because no one in my family or friends knew it—no one I spoke to 
could read what I wrote. I myself did not know the language. It was a parallel 
reality, an insanely beautiful freedom. It still is.” Kaminsky went on to earn a 
BA in political science at Georgetown University and a JD at the University of 
California’s Hastings College of the Law. With Paloma Capanna, he co-founded 
Poets for Peace, which sponsors poetry readings across the globe to support relief 
work. With language at once ecstatic, plain, and infused with fairy tale, 
Kaminsky’s poems span ages and voices to summon the stuff of life: love, grief, 
joy, and laughter. “His poems move through the lives of others, known and 
unknown, connecting the sweet and bitter stories of lost worlds,” notes E.M. 
Kaufman in the Library Journal.  
 

Author’s Prayer 
 
If I speak for the dead, I must leave 
this animal of my body, 
 
I must write the same poem over and over, 
for an empty page is the white flag of their surrender. 
 
If I speak for them, I must walk on the edge 
of myself, I must live as a blind man 
 
who runs through rooms without 
touching the furniture. 
 
Yes, I live. I can cross the streets asking “What year is it?” 
I can dance in my sleep and laugh 
 
in front of the mirror. 
Even sleep is a prayer, Lord, 
 
I will praise your madness, and 
in a language not mine, speak 
 
of music that wakes us, music 
in which we move. For whatever I say 
 
is a kind of petition, and the darkest 
days must I praise. 
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A Cigarette 
 
Watch — 
Vasenka citizens do not know they are evidence of happiness 
 
in a time of war, 
each is a ripped-out document of laughter. 
 
God, 
deaf  have something to tell 
that not even they can hear — 
 
you will find me, God, 
like a dumb pigeon’s beak I am 
pecking 
every way at astonishment. 
 
If you 
climb a roof in the Central Square of a bombarded city, you will see my people 
and me — 
one neighbor thieves a cigarette 
another gives a dog 
a pint of sunlit beer. 
 
For My Brother, Tony 
 
Love cities, this is what my brother taught me 
as he cut soldiers’ hair, then tidied tomatoes 
 
watching Sonya and I dance on a soapy floor— 
I open the window, say in a low voice, my brother. 
 
The voice I do not hear when I speak to myself is the clearest voice. 
But the sky was all around us once. 
 
We played chess with empty matchboxes, 
he wrote love letters to my wife 
 
and ran outside and ran back, yelling to her, “You! Mail has arrived!” 
 
Brother of a waltzing husband, barber of a waltzing wife 
 
(I do not speak, you do not speak, we 
do not speak, we do not speak, we do not) 
 
waltzing away from himself 
on Vasenka’s warm bricks— 
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he blessed us with his loneliness, a light winged being. 
“Your legs stick out of your trousers too much!” 
 
—Tony, yell at me. I need propping up 
 
in this hairy leg business. A man on earth escapes and runs and yells and stands 
in silence—silence 
 
which is a soul’s noise. 
At the funeral I, embarrassed by resistance fighters 
 
standing up to shake my hand, said 
I wear your trousers, in the right hand pocket, a hole. 
 
I wrap your hearing aids in this white t-shirt— 
 
with brief gifts 
 
you go my eye-green brother. 
And I, a fool, live. 
 
 
From Deaf Republic: 11 
 
It is December 8 and my brother Tony was killed by the soldiers. December 8 and 
the police are reopening the Southern Trolleyways. December 8 when my wife 
lifts Tony’s body from the ground, his arm tied over her shoulder—her face is 
damp, her hair dirty. And the soldiers unveil the damn Trolleyways, and I stand 
feeling (a quick march of bumps across my back and thighs) nothing. 
     When she comes home, I run a bath for Sonya and wash her hair, gently 
mixing the finest of my brother’s shampoos with quiet precision, while Sonya 
cries and cries. 
 
We Lived Happily During the War 
 
And when they bombed other people’s houses, we 
  
protested 
but not enough, we opposed them but not 
  
enough. I was 
in my bed, around my bed America 
  
was falling: invisible house by invisible house by invisible house. 
  
I took a chair outside and watched the sun. 
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In the sixth month 
of a disastrous reign in the house of money 
  
in the street of money in the city of money in the country of money, 
our great country of money, we (forgive us) 
  
lived happily during the war. 
 

 

Ostap Slyvynsky (b. 1978) 

 
Ostap Slyvynsky was born in Lviv in 1978. He is a poet, translator, essayist, and 
literary critic. He authored four books of poetry. He was awarded the Antonych 
Literary Prize (1997), the Hubert Burda Prize for young poets from Eastern 
Europe (2009), and the Kovaliv Fund Prize (2013). Slyvynsky coordinated the 
International Literary Festival at the Publishers Forum in Lviv in 2006–2007. In 
2016, he helped organize a series of readings titled “Literature Against 
Aggression” during the Forum. Slyvynsky’s translations had earned him the 
Polish Embassy’s translation prize (2007) and the Medal for Merit to Polish 
Culture (2014). In 2015, he collaborated with composer Bohdan Sehin on a media 
performance, “Preparation,” dedicated to the civilian victims of war in the East of 
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Ukraine. Slyvynsky teaches Polish literature and literary theory at Ivan Franko 
National University. 

1918 
Sometimes even an exploding bullet 
leaves only a tiny mark. 
Likewise, all I remember from that war is 
how one day, towards the end, 
a horse 
fell off a platform 
when a train took a turn 
and there was no one 
to come back for him, no one 
to pick him up from below the embankment, 
kids gave him grass, 
and he lay there 
with broken legs and a dull eye, 
charcoal black, 
like a sign left by the retreating 
night to mark a path for the night 
that was to come. 

Translated Anton Tenser and Tatiana Filimonova 

 

Dmytro Lazutkin (b. 1978) 

 
Dmytro Lazutkin was born in November 1978 in Kyiv. He studied at the 
National Technical University and later in the Kyiv International University. He 
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worked as a metallurgical engineer, a karate trainer, a journalist, an anchor-
man of television program “In the World of Martial Arts” and as a sports 
commentator. He started writing patriotic poems when he was in the kinder-
garden and got into lyrics at the age of 11 when he first fell in love. His love 
came to an end but poems stayed. He is the author of several collections of poems 
and the winner of literary awards. He won the First Open Ukrainian 
Championship in “OBERSLAM”. His poems are translated into ten languages. 

 
U 
 
the sky is getting closer 
when two-seater planes land on the water 
in Vancouver Bay 
dozens of little iron bumblebees seem to be talking to each other: 
I saw the backs of whales jumping over the ocean 
I pulled the snowboarder out of the gorge 
I talked to the sail as it changed course 
only you and I know nothing about the main thing 
and huge albatrosses stole our breakfast 
while we kissed on the fallen pines 
peering into the foggy bay 
the birds tore our food 
for it is not bread alone 
breathes in slow motion 
not only french fries… 
however 
release 
may be a continuation of compression 
and a tattoo on your neck 
I crossed out the tip of my tongue 
and then we looked at the December volleyball players 
here is a warm winter 
so they are so flamboyant 
remained only in colored topics 
throwing jackets on the sand 
and I watched every bouncing ball 
pressing you harder 
as the sun embraces the tail of a salamander 
as the intoxicating gaze of the fisherman embraces the overdried nets 
and marijuana smokers converged on magnolia bushes 
to breathe breathe breathe 
this cold ocean in which all answers sit on hooks 
our questions 
this calm wind 
which pushes the islands closer to the shore 
and the serious Chinese person tried to stop time 
seeping between their sticks 
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and brown lights pushed the raccoons out of their nests 
and at the gentle request of how to pronounce the name of my country correctly 
I said: 
Well 
let’s learn 
first letter - 
you 
 
Translated by Yury Zavadsky 

 
 

Yury Zavadsky (b. 1981) 
 

 
 
Yury Zavadsky was born in Ternopil, Ukraine in 1981. Yury Zavadsky ia Ukrainian poet, 
translator and publisher with a strong body of work comprising of both free verse and sound 
poetry. In 2006 he completed his postgraduate studies at the Department of Theory of 
Literature and Comparative Literature of the Faculty of Volodymyr Hnatiuk Ternopil 
National Pedagogical University. He is the author of one of the first hypertextual poems 
published in the Ukraine. Yury has published ten books of poetry, including Taxi Driver, a 
collection of free verse and sound poetry which was shortlisted for the Ukrainian Book of the 
Year in 2015. His most recent collection of poems is The Body. He is a member of the noise 
band, Suprodukt. Yury was one of the editors of AU/ UA: Contemporary Poetry of Australia 
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and Ukraine, a collection of poetry from Ukrainian and Australian poets with translations in 
both languages published by Krok Books in association with Meuse Press in 2012. He is the 
director of the Publishing House, Krok (http://krokbooks.com) and holds a PhD from the 
Ternopil Volodymyr Hnatyuk National Pedagogical University.  
 
Communication 
  
Surprising how feelings depend on blood pressure. 
Electricity in my body prevents me from staying put. 
And, still, I force myself not to move. 
Fingers are nervously running across the keyboard. 
Then the uneven verses turn into day dreams. 
Your text messages follow me in my steps. 
I do not wish to keep silent, but I have nothing to tell you. 
The day is lost and no pill can bring it back. 
Only an unpleasant fatigue left after the day is gone. 
The night and the disturbing dream impossible to remember. 
It seems to me I am happy 
feeling your warm closeness 
and your fingers so near. 
Oh these rootless days like my poems 
fill me with alcohol. 
Today, the whole day is morning. 
A cold mist, its drops hanging in the air. 
The empty autumn space. 
It seems to me I’m happy beside you, 
I have never felt as confident and calm. 
I hesitate if everything is going so well, 
though, as these days will have passed, 
I will recall them 
as the best days. 
- Close your eyes and relax, can you feel it? 
- It is autumn and melancholy upon us. 
- It is me with my temporary crisis. 
 
Translated by Yury Zavadsky 
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Yulia Musakovska (b. 1982) 
 

 
 
Yuliya Musakovska was born in 1982 in Lviv, Ukraine. She is a Ukrainian poet 
and translator. She has published four collections of poems, Exhaling, Inhaling 
(2010), Masks (2011), Hunting the Silence (2014) and Men, Women and Children 
(2015). Her works have been published in numerous magazines, almanacs and 
anthologies, translated into English, German, Swedish, Lithuanian, Hebrew, 
Polish, Bulgarian, Russian. Yuliya translates poetry from Swedish and has 
published her translations from Tomas Tranströmer. She also translates modern 
Ukrainian poetry into English (published in bilingual anthology of Ukrainian 
poetry “Letters from Ukraine”, 2016). She has won numerous literary awards in 
Ukraine. Having graduated from the National Ivan Franko University of Lviv, 
where she studied international relations, she has since been working in 
marketing and communications, in the IT industry since 2007. Yuliya also 
teaches marketing at Lviv IT School, as a part of Business Development course. 
She is a frequent speaker at industry events. In June 2018 she supported an 
open letter by cultural leaders, politicians and human rights activists appealing 
to worlds’ leaders in order to stand up for defense of Oleg Sentsov, a Ukrainian 
director and other political prisoners jailed in Russia.  

  
Do not kiss me on the forehead like a corpse 
 
Do not kiss me on the forehead like a corpse 
say, almost twice withered, the glasses and eyes themselves. 
Mixed medicines with sweets, the pages of the book as yellow as his skin. 
He pours a few of his precious stories into the empty space. 
I see all the protagonists as old acquaintances. KGB officers squatting on the 
same hospital bed, in shiny Hungarian shoes — for these he could kill. The look 
is mocking. 
He said, these Beatles, this foreign languages department, would not do you any 
good. 
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All this is for the chosen ones, not for orphans, poor relatives. 
And he hid like cheese in butter, quietly like a mouse. 
We caught people like you in the alleys, cut the roots. 
Respectable people liked it, this was respected. 
It would be for his son. For a fighting pear, for live warm meat. 
I also see that woman, her crooked, bright mouth. Her 
spider legs, dotted porcelain, metal tools. 
A musty apartment with ceilings that are too high. 
But I see him the clearest of all — strong, with a guitar. 
With eyes wide open and his thumbs in the pockets of his jeans. 
With thousands of book pages stored in memory. 
With a face open to the world. To the dark and deep water. 
Not for a girl, not for a dispute – 
for the free range of arms, 
for a high wave, albeit not on the shoulder. 
 
Translated by Yury Zavadsky 
 
 

Ella Yevtushenko (b.1996) 
 

 
 
Ella Yevtushenko has published an acclaimed debut collection, Lichtung, and 
won multiple poetry competitions in Ukraine. She has studied at Kyiv National 
Taras Shevchenko University. 
 
Autumn begins with something trivial 
 
autumn begins with something trivial: keys forgotten in another city, silver coins 
of cough in the throat, a Turkish cup of tea, 
copper coins, water in the battery, 
hail, 
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I did not feel it, and it is already here, huddling a stray cat, rubbing its legs 
leaving faded leaves on jeans 
only on such a rainy night there can be a knock on the balcony door, only on such 
a rainy night can it be opened 
but who will be behind it depends on whether the nut fell asleep on its guard 
under the window, whether the pines will reach the torn hem of the clouds. 
and whether lightning repeats the pattern of veins on your temples. 
autumn begins with something childish — it knocks on the door and runs away; 
I want to read all day in bed; you are wrapped like a mummy, damp gauze of 
mist — 
and continues with something old: it does not take any alcohol, a diamond of cold 
pulsates in its knees 
and so again — every time — and every time this is the first topic of 
conversation 
as if there is nothing more important than this autumn, wet as a morning under 
a prematurely peeled crust 
it steals airtime from work conversations, intercepts a wave of gossip, lies down 
with a stray cat on the balcony, where piles of secrets should gather. 
autumn drives us to the kitchen and makes us put the kettle on 
autumn begins with something trivial, but grows quickly like other people’s 
children 
a penny of winter will roll out of its cold womb, the snow will cover the 
mummified us, frozen in half a word 
then, no one knocks on the balcony window in the middle of the night any longer 
and then there is a general risk of ceasing to exist for a while 
 
Translated by Yury Zavadsky 
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Anna Akhmatova (1888 – 1966) 

 
Anna Akhmatova was born June 23, 1889 near Odessa in modern-day Ukraine. 
In 1910, she married poet Nikolai Gumilev with whom she had a son, Lev, 
though it was not a happy marriage. After this, Akhmatova experienced a series 
of disasters: the First World War, her divorce, the October Revolution, the fall of 
the Tsardom, Gumilev’s execution at the order of Soviet leaders. Starting in 
1925, the government banned Akhmatova’s works from publication. Though 
Akhmatova continued to write during this time, the prohibition lasted a decade. 
Then, in 1935, her son Lev was imprisoned because of his personal connections. 
His arrest was merely one in a long line that occurred during Soviet leader Josef 
Stalin’s Great Purge, in which the government jailed and executed people who 
were possible political threats. An estimated 600,000 people, including 
Akhmatova’s friends and literary colleagues, were killed in the Purge. Despite, 
or perhaps because of, these horrors, Akhmatova’s creative life flourished. Her 
poems from this period speak of surviving violence and uncertainly within 
Russia, of the Second World War, of feeling fierce kinship with her fellow 
countrymen. Akhmatova’s son was arrested again in 1949 and sentenced to 10 
years labour in a Siberian prison camp. In an attempt to gain his release, she 
began to write more positive propaganda for the USSR. She only regained a 
measure of public respect and artistic freedom following Stalin’s death in 1953. 
In 1966, Akhmatova herself died at age 76 of heart failure. 

These tragic experiences informed the creation of one of her greatest works, the 
poetry cycle “Requiem”, which chronicled the sufferings of the Russian people 
under Stalin’s purges. “Requiem” was such a bitter statement about life in 
Stalinist Russia that even during the so-called “Khrushchev Thaw” it could not 
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safely be published; it was not until 1987, close to the end of the Soviet system, 
that the entire work appeared in printed form within Russia. 

 
Requiem 

Translated from the Russian by Lenore Mayhew and William McNaughton 

 

No it was not under a strange sky, 
Not strange wings that gave me shelter —  
I was in the midst of my people, 
There, where, in their misfortune, my people were. 
                                                                            (1961) 
 
Instead of a Preface 
 
In the terrible years of Yezhovism I spent I spent seventeen months standing in 
line in front of the Leningrad prisons. One day someone thought he recognised 
me. Then, a woman with bluish lips who was behind me and to whom my name 
meant nothing, came out of the torpor to which we were all accustomed and said, 
softly (for we spoke only in whispers), 
“—and that, could you describe that?” 
And I said, “Yes, I can.” 
And then a sort of smile slid across what had been her face. 
                                                               April 1, 1957 Leningrad 
 

Dedication 
 
Before this grief, mountains must bend down 
And rivers stop, 
But prison locks are strong, 
And behind them are the labor-camp bunks 
And the deadly tedium. 
For others the fresh breeze is blowing, 
For others the extravagant sun sets— 
For us everything is the same, and we know nothing, 
We hear only the keys and their hateful grinding. 
Only the soldiers’ stiff steps. 
We get up as for early Mass in the city, 
The savaged city, and coming 
We meet ourselves, the dead, the unbreathing. 
The sun is low, the Neva misty, 
It is only in the distance that hope is singing. 
The sentence . . . and at once tears, 
Now everything has been taken, 
The rest of life, torn from her heart, 
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Knocked backwards by a hoodlum 
And yet she walks . . . stumbles . . . alone  . . . 
Where are they now, unwilling friends 
Of years in Hell? 
What visions do they see in Siberian snow-storms? 
What hallucinations in the circle of the moon? 
I send them this goodbye and wish them well. 
 
Introduction 
 
This was a time, when only the dead 
Smiled, glad to have peace. 
And Leningrad 
Swung from its prisons 
Like an unused limb. 
And when 
Gone mad from suffering, 
The condemned regiments were starting off, 
And the whistles of the locomotives 
Sang short songs of parting. 
Over us were stars of death, 
And innocent Russia 
Struggled under the bloodied boot, 
And the tires of the Black Maria. 
 
  I 
They took you away at daybreak, 
And I, as though following a corpse, came out. 
In the dark room, the children wept, 
In God’s corner, the candle guttered. 
Your lips held the cold of an icon, 
I won’t forget the deathly sweat on your forehead. 
I will go like the wives of the Streltzy dead 
And howl under the towers of the Kremlin. 
 
 II 
The silent Don flows silently, 
The yellow moon comes into the house, 
 
Comes in with cap askew, 
And the yellow moon sees a ghost 
 
A woman sick 
A woman alone 
 
Husband in the grave, son in prison . . . 
Say one prayer for me. 
 



39 
 

 III 
No, this I not I, 
But someone else, 
For this much 
I could not suffer, 
Let the black cloth 
             Cover 
What has happened 
And let her take away 
The lanterns . . . 
             Night. 
 
 IV 
If you could have seen, mocker, 
Beloved and spoiled of all your friends, 
Happy sinner of Tsarskoe Selo 
What was to be your life: 
How with packages, and three hundredth in line 
You would stand under the Crosses, 
Your tears burning a hole 
In the New year’s ice— 
Where the prison’s poplar swings and bends 
And there is no sound—and where how many  
Innocent lives end . . .  
 
 V 
For seventeen months I cried, 
I called you to come home. 
And I threw myself at the feet of hangmen 
For you, my terror, 
My son. 
Everything is entangled forever, 
 
I can no longer tell 
Which is beast 
Which is man. 
For how long will we wait the judgement? 
And there are only 
Dusty flowers 
The clanging of censers 
And here and there, 
                              clues to nowhere, 
And, eyeing me straight in the eye, 
Terrorizing me with imminent death, 
One huge star. 
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 VI 
The light weeks fly, 
And I do not understand what has happened— 
How for you, my darling son 
The white night looked into the jail 
And will look again 
With the hot eye of a hawk 
And speak to you 
Of you high cross, and of death 
                                                          1939 
 
 VII 
The Sentence 
 
And the word fell as a rock 
On my living breast. 
No matter, I am ready , am I not? 
Somehow, I will cope. 
 
I have much to do: 
I must kill my memories 
                               down to the last one, 
I must change my soul into stone, 
 
Otherwise 
                   There is the hot rustling of summer 
As if there were a festival, beyond my window. 
Long ago I knew of this 
This translucent day, and the emptied house. 
                                                                   Summer, 1939 
 
 VIII 
To Death 
 
Since you come anyway, why not now? 
I am waiting for you—my life is difficult. 
I blow out the light and open the door for you. 
How simple you are, what a miracle! 
Take any mask you like, 
Burst in as a poisoned shell 
Or come cautiously, as a proficient thief, 
Or with the delirium of typhus fever. 
Or come as the legend you yourself invented 
And we have heard till we are sick: 
Let me see the top of the blue cap 
And the house-manager pale with fear. 
To me now, it is all the same. 
The Yenisey turns, the North Star shines, 
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And the dark blue radiance of his eyes 
Is covered by the final terror. 
                   August 19, 1939 Fountain House 
 
 
 IX 
Already madness with her wing 
Covers half my soul, 
Offers me her fiery wine, 
Calls me to the black valley. 
 
And I understand. I must 
Give madness the victory, 
Must listen to my own 
Raving, as if it came from someone else. 
 
And madness will not let me  
Bring away anything—only myself 
(However much I beg 
However much I trouble her with pleading): 
 
Not bring the terrible eye of my son— 
Suffering made stone— 
Not bring the day when the storm first cam 
Not the hour of meeting at the prison, 
 
Not the charity of a cool hand, 
Not the uneasy shade of the linden, 
Not the sound, small and distant, 
Of the last words of consolation. 
                       May 4, 1940 Fountain House 
 
 
 X 
Crucifixion 
 

“Do not weep for me , Mother, 
In the tomb, I exist.” 

 
The great hour was glorified 

by the angels’ choir, 
The sky was melted 

in a fire. 
He said to the Father, “Why have you abandoned me?” 
And to the Mother, “Do not weep for me.” 
 
Mary Magdalene struggle and sobbed, 
The best-loved disciple was turned to rock 
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But there where the silent Mother stood, 
There, no one dared to look. 
                                                            1940-43 
 
 
Epilogue 
 
 I 
I found out how faces wilt 
How beneath eyelids fear looks out 
How suffering cheeks become stiff pages of cuneiform 
How black hair 
Is suddenly made ashen. 
And how, on submissive lips, smiles wither 
And fright tembles in a small dry laugh. 
And I do not pray for myself only 
But for all who stood with me 
In the fierce cold and in July’s white heat, 
Under the red unseeing wall. 
 
 II 
The day of remembering comes again. 
I see, I hear, I sense them: 
 
See who drags it out to the end, 
And she who, born Russian, no longer walks this Russian land, 
 
And sho who shakes her beautiful head, 
“I am coming here as to my home,” she says. 
 
I would like to call them each by name, 
But they have taken away the list—and where will I find one? 
 
For them I have woven a wide shroud 
Out of their misery, our of their overheard words. 
 
Any place and at all time, I remember them, 
Even in my new distress I do not forget them, 
 
And if they gag my exhausted throat 
Our of which one hundred million people shout, 
 
Let them pray for me in some way 
On the eve of my own death day. 
 
And if sometime in this country 
They decided to make a monument to me, 
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To this honour I will give consent, 
But only with this condition—that they do not put it 
 
Either by the sea where I was born 
(That sea with whom my last ties are broken), 
 
Nor in the Tsar’s Park by the sacred willow tree 
Where that inconsolable phantom looks for me, 
 
But here where I stood three hundred hours, 
Here, where they would not unlock the door. 
 
Even in happy death, I would remember 
The Black Maria’s thunder, 
 
The hateful door banged shut, and the howl 
Of the old woman, like the howl of a wounded animal. 
 
And from immobile eyelids of bronze, 
Let the melted snow slide like tears, 
 
And the doves of the prison call in the distance, 
And the boats of the Neva go by in silence. 
                                                                   March, 1940 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  



44 
 

Sources 
 
 
 
Poems for the Millennium, ed Jerome Rothenberg and Pierre Joris. University of 
California Press, 1995.  
 
The Norton Anthology of Modern and Contemporary Poetry, ed. Jahan Ramazni, 
Richard Ellmann, and Robert O’Clair. 3rd edn. Norton 1973. 
 
The Frontier: 28 Contemporary Ukrainian Poets: An Anthology (A Bilingual 
Edition). Ed Anatoly Kudryavitsky. Glagoslav Publications, 2017. 
 
http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/display.asp?linkpath=pages%5CP%5CO%
5CPoetry.htm 
 
https://intranslation.brooklynrail.org/ukrainian/three-poems-by-serhiy-zhadan/ 
 
https://lithub.com/youve-got-to-live-somewhere-you-arent-afraid-to-die-
contemporary-ukrainian-poetry-from-kharkiv/ 
 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Taras-Hryhorovych-Shevchenko 
 
https://www.calvertjournal.com/articles/show/12137/contemporary-ukrainian-
poems 
 
https://www.losthorsepress.org/ukrainian-contemporary-poetry-series/ 
 
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/ 
 
https://www.poetryinternationalonline.com/ukraine-feature-words-for-war/ 
 
https://www.poetrysoup.com/poems/nationality/ukrainian 
 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/mar/11/resistance-by-simon-armitage-
ukraine-poem 

http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/display.asp?linkpath=pages%5CP%5CO%5CPoetry.htm
http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/display.asp?linkpath=pages%5CP%5CO%5CPoetry.htm
https://intranslation.brooklynrail.org/ukrainian/three-poems-by-serhiy-zhadan/
https://lithub.com/youve-got-to-live-somewhere-you-arent-afraid-to-die-contemporary-ukrainian-poetry-from-kharkiv/
https://lithub.com/youve-got-to-live-somewhere-you-arent-afraid-to-die-contemporary-ukrainian-poetry-from-kharkiv/
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Taras-Hryhorovych-Shevchenko
https://www.calvertjournal.com/articles/show/12137/contemporary-ukrainian-poems
https://www.calvertjournal.com/articles/show/12137/contemporary-ukrainian-poems
https://www.losthorsepress.org/ukrainian-contemporary-poetry-series/
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/
https://www.poetryinternationalonline.com/ukraine-feature-words-for-war/
https://www.poetrysoup.com/poems/nationality/ukrainian
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/mar/11/resistance-by-simon-armitage-ukraine-poem
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/mar/11/resistance-by-simon-armitage-ukraine-poem

