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UKRAINE

YURY VYNNYCHUK

The Island of Ziz
The Island of Ziz near Arcanumia is inhabited
by warbling dogs. These rare animals sit on
branches and sing like birds. They also lay
eggs. They do not, however, build nests.
Instead, they simply let their eggs drop from
under their woolly tails to the ground. Because
the eggs land in the excrement with which
the dogs themselves have covered everything,
they don't break. They lie there, warming
peacefully. For that matter, these eggs differ
from all others because of their hairy shells.
When you put one to your ear, you can hear
some shred of carrion growling and frisking
about.

The entire island is, in fact, a mound of
shit: new shit got piled on old shit and the
result is this shitty island with a shitty
landscape the colour of shit. It's interesting
to note that even the sky above the island
(atol) is, typically, the colour of shit. And the
trees, on which the dogs sit, are, to be precise,
high heaps of shit out of which mother nature
has miraculously fashioned trees.

In the course of a thousand years, even a
product as absurd as shit can give birth to
life. But, on the island of Ziz, we see the true
apotheosis of the Renaissance of Shit.
Everything, but everything, here is the colour
and shade of shit.

Until recently, our press avoided foul
expressions and the dominant colour on the
island of Ziz was labelled- honey. Here,
however, honey is nothing other than bee-shit.

When I, in the company of two charming
Arcanumians, arrived on the island, I was at
once impressed by how various are the odours
of shit. I smelled flowers and branches and

Yury Vynnychuk was born in 1952 in
Stanislaw, Ukraine. He graduated from the
pedagogical institute in Stanislaw in 1973.
Something of a prankster, Vynnychuk was,
over the next 20 years, frequently in trouble
with the authorities and his work was
banned from publication. During this period,
he publishedpseudonymously and worked as
a ghostwriter for a general, whose memoirs
he is alleged to have rewritten to suit more
closely the life he imagined for the highly
decorated officer. Along the way, Vynnychuk
invented the country of Arcanumia and, as a
hoax, sometimes gave readings of
translations from the Arcanumian. For a
while he also performed in the folk ensemble
Don't Worry. His work at times reads as
though it might have come from Italo
Calvino's delinquent younger brother.

small shitty butterflies. All claimed their own
incomparable aroma. For the first time I
sniffed shit in its primordial form, untinged
by other smells. There was something
celebratory and pristine about it. I came to
know the essence of shit, its nature, and the
great future hiding in its depths.

We strolled the island, admiring its lovely
vistas. The Arcanumians proposed we take
off our shoes and I eagerly followed their
lead. After all, nowhere else on earth can
humans feel quite so free and open: only on
Ziz is there no danger of stepping in shit
since shit surrounds you everywhere and
everything is made of it. Only on Ziz is the
risk of being full of shit no more threatening
than a sun shower.

The Arcanumians were researchers at an
academic institute. They patiently explained
everything to me.

'Lately we've been working on developing
a major discovery called antishitification,'
they explained. 'The process of turning all
things to shit is widely known and well
established. But how to reverse it? That's the
mystery. Professor Arse proposed using a
special pump to send the excrement back
where it came from. By his calculations, in
just a couple of hours one's food would well
out of one's mouth. Professor Popik pointed
out that the method has one drawback: the
food wouldn't emerge as discrete items but
rather as one well-masticated, solid mass,
thus seriously undermining the effects of
antishitification. This theory is now known

Yury Vynnychuk

as the Theory of Arse-Popik. Or vice versa.'
'And the research went no further?'
'On the contrary. We already have huge

antishitification plants with special machines
transforming shit back into food. Thus far
we've exported exclusively to developing
nations. Yours among them.'

'Why's that?'
'You see, it doesn't meet our needs.

Moreover, it's been tough divesting it of a
slight odour of shit. You mean to say you've
never tasted it yourself? Why, we send it to
you in the form of humanitarian aid.'

'Unfortunately not. Humanitarian aid gets
distributed only among the poor.'

'To the poor we don't begrudge even shit
itself. Why, we use it in our architecture. It
makes nice brick and tile when fired. It's also
used for bowls, mugs and large pots. Shit
mixed with gravel makes a perfect substitute
for asphalt. Our electric power plants are
driven solely by shit. Recently, Professor
Fartovich drew a peaceful atom out of it.
Some of our craftsmen have distilled alcohol
from it. In short, all areas of our lives have
been touched by this shit revolution. Not for
nothing did Pliny note 'In cacatus veritas'.
That is 'The truth is in shit.'

As if to emphasise their words, the two
Arcanumians abruptly sat down on the
ground, out of which they moulded two
appealing objects. The first resembled the

3 2 INDEX ON CENSORSHIP 3/1993

 at COLUMBIA UNIV on October 1, 2014ioc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ioc.sagepub.com/


UKRAINE

Pentagon, the other the Tower of Babel.
Perhaps under other circumstances this would"
have offended me but here I took it in
cheerfully, enthusiastically. I confess I too
longed to commemorate my visit to the island
with a similar memento but didn't dare
compete against their architectural mastery.

Wanting to know the island up close, I
asked the Arcanumians to leave me alone
for a week with the shit.

I soon grasped that when shit is everything,
then, in fact, there is no such thing as shit.
And, if there is no such thing as shit, then
this is the most perfect place on the planet.
There was no point in the Arcanumians telling
me that the island of shit is in fact a logically
created mass and that in the near future we
will be able to enter into direct contact with
it.

II
I saw it all. The first day, Monday, the shit
began to bubble. Every bubble burst, sending
up a tiny cloud of shit. The warbling dogs
hopped nervously from tree to tree, sneezing .
whenever a cloud got near their nostrils.
Every once in a while, they pointed at me
with their paws and blinked their eyes angrily.
Maybe they blamed me for this miracle.

The second day, Tuesday, the whole island
was cackling like a sizzling griddle. It smelled
as though the whole thousand-member
Arcanumian Academy had farted, unani-
mously. Even the dogs covered their noses
with paws and tails and tried to crap less.

I myself found no alternative to shitting in
my pants, and now simply drank in a smell
dear to my heart. Say what you will, our
personal shit not only rivals its Western
counterpart but even, in rare cases, bests it
as an evocative bouquet of inimitable aromas
which inevitably, like the legendary yevshan-
zill, stirs memories of the home you left
behind and, with its hazy chestnut colour,
immediately calls to mind the song 'Again
the chestnuts are in bloom . . . '

Here I realised how we've underestimated
our own country's excrement by failing to
list it alongside such indisputable cultural
achievements as borscht, pork-fat, kielbasi,
and kishka. I'm not even touching on our
spiritual wealth; excrement is, after all,
material, though clearly it is kin to spiritual
culture. Note how it emanates an utterly
original spirit or, if you wish, aura. We've
regarded our excrement as something
second-rate and useless, seeing it only as a
by-product. And there have been wise-guys
who complained we'd produced too much
excrement and that pretty soon our
wonderfully fertile country would turn into
a wasteland. Some even convinced themselves
the time had come to change the name of
planet Earth to planet Shit.

Our intrepid emigres a century ago carried
samples of Ukrainian excrement abroad,
thereby substantially enriching foreign
cultures. The process of enrichment continues

. to this day. I believe, however, that this is
nothing other than a pillaging of the national
treasury. It is time to limit the export of shit
to the levels of gold and art. Just as we insist
that England return the treasures of General
Polubotko, the day will come when we'll
demand the return of our national shrines. I
already foresee planes racing towards us from
all corners of the earth carrying not the usual
load of pitiful humanitarian aid but dividends
on our own excrement. It makes one want to
cry: 'Ukrainian shit of the world, unite!'

Unfortunately, the majority of our ignorant
population doesn't understand the role a
pantheon consecrated to our national
excrement might play in our spiritual rebirth.
Frankly, it would be wise to open a museum
of excrement in every town so that the people
could see examples of the shit the greatest
minds of our time produced. This can't be
accomplished without some modest sacrifices
from the people. It will be enough to put out
a call, and the Centre of Shit Studies will be
flooded with jars, beakers, vials, boxes and
packages filled with this product.

It's a pity our Central Administration,
deciding on the various global issues of our
age, has offered no solution to the problem
of our national excrement. There is, as a
result, no way to bridge the gap between
ourselves and the developed countries.

But let us return to the events of that day.
That afternoon, I had one more adventure. I
suddenly felt a suspicious squirming inside
my pants. Something in there burbled and
came alive. I hurried towards the sea but
halfway there got a grip on myself: the
experiment was worth seeing through to its
end. The creation of new life inside my own
pants was no small thing, and worthy of
critical examination.

• I sat on a rock and continued my scientific
observations, although I did not feel at my
best because my pants kept either expanding
like balloons or collapsing and sticking to
my legs. It was wet, but warm.

On the third day, as though oh command,
out of the clouds that had spouted from the
bubbles, little humans began to emerge. These
individuals, of various shapes and ages,
appeared on this earth hatched from shit;
and so it came as no surprise that they at
once got busy acting like degenerates, pairing
off wherever and with whomever happened
to hand.

It interested me enormously that not all
the little people were born naked. There were
some among them who appeared in black
suits, with black hats, and carrying black

"briefcases.
Some foolish force had swept them together

and now they stood on a hill, eagerly
rehearsing the conduct of their brethren. They
finally reached a conclusion and, while one
group built massive tables out of shit, others
hunted down a couple of naked subjects and
led them to the men behind the tables.

The debate didn't last long but its

consequences were unmistakable; the naked
subjects raced down the hill clutching in
their fists the indecent parts of their sinful
bodies. The neophytes went among the masses
preaching the idea of sin. Pair after pair ran
off scouting for burdocks, or anything with
which to cover the usual, suspicious places.

Yet everything did not go smoothly. As
soon as a majority of individuals had put on
something that could pass for clothing, the
minority, which had failed in its mission,
became even more acutely visible. This,
naturally, outraged thegood citizens. They
shook their bald heads and at once set about
arresting the transgressors.

Judgment came swiftly. The nudists were
sent to concentration camps for rehabilitation.

Ill
On the fourth day, I ran out of food and
left my lookout searching for something to
eat.

Several coconut palms grew near the beach.
I cracked one open and brought it to my lips.
And spat. I was ready to live in shit, walk in
shit and, for that matter, to be called a shit,
but I was not yet ready to eat shit.

Hunger, however, is a harsh mistress and
shit is not, surprisingly, poison. I gulped
the next nut down in a swig. I swallowed this
gift of nature and fell silent, awaiting the
consequences. They weren't long in coming.
All that I'd drunk came calmly back up into
the very shell I held in my hand. Along with
the previous day's dinner. I cursed and hurled
the shell with its previous fluid to the sea.
And here I noticed the fish swimming lazily
among the moss-covered rocks. They looked
very unshitlike.

I quickly snatched up two fat flatfish and
buried them in the excrement. At a certain
depth, it got so hot the fish soon sizzled. The
delicate odour of excrement lent a certain
piquancy.

When I returned to my post I saw that the
rehabilitated populace had been released.
The resisters were nailed to crosses.

History repeats itself, I sighed.
History does not tolerate intrusions. I said,

and, with this aphorism, quelled the nobler
instincts urging me to give aid to the victims.

IV
By the end of my week on the island of Ziz
I had lost all interest in trying to enlighten
this excremental civilization1 It was all too
clear down what road they were headed.

Finally, the Arcanumians arrived on their
speed boat and took me off the island.

'Goodby, shit!' I cried into the fresh dawn
air.

'Bubble-bubble,' answered my pants.
The Arcanumians laughed, stripped them

off me, and set to washing them. It seemed
that nothing of great interest had come to
life there. •

Translated by Askold Melnyczuk
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Oksana Batyuk Oleh Lysheha

Columns of hermetic reality On learning new party hymns
Columns of hermetic reality
make fingers bleed

from observing
convulsions of conjecture

and watching
lightning bolts of Memory
flounder in the bog
of general development

how I love
the smell of a fresh
Word

It's so hard to be somebody
It's so hard to be somebody
but these days this doesn't
concern me too much

sometimes I wake up
in another life
then fall asleep again

but the coffee cup
decorated with your cigarette smoke
is more important than any brand of
hyperreality

Oksana Batyuk is aged 20. These previously
unpublished poems were written in 1991-2.

Serhi Lavrenyuk

I am a Raphael without
hands
I am a Raphael without hands
I paint a sinner with the eyes of a child
but on the canvas the features of
a beautiful woman appear

who outshines every woman
ever painted
but I am a Raphael without hands
so no one will ever see
this painting

Serhi Lavrenyuk is aged 26. This unpublished
poem was written in 1992.

I am scum
I wrote poems about the breath of spring
when the far off bluffs of Siberia blossom pink.
My mother, father and sister have disowned me.
They no longer send me messages here in far off provincial Sezchuan.
I dig the earth here, raise fortifications, I am happy.
During breaks, in dreams, and at dawn, I learn new party hymns.
I am scum — I wrote poems about the breath of spring
when my dear bluffs of Siberia blossom pink.
I will make every effort to justify the trust placed in me
and will return reformed and will school my old friends
who are still in the grasp of the Green Dragon.

I am scum — I wanted to trick the Party and my friends —
I felt chilled — standing in the forest near the fire —
as we dug an underground tunnel from Sezchuan to the Great Wall.
But we worked, and we sang, and I carted tons of dirt in wheelbarrows.
I was a traitor to my class and asked for kitchen duty
but they didn't trust me to prepare the food,
so I was given a rag and told to wipe the kitchen floor
and stir the pots. At night, as they slept happily after work,
it was my turn to dine on cheap broiled fish
and hot tea. Sometimes I even got a handful of rice
from the pilaf our Uzbek friends made.
I shed tears of thanks as I sang.

I am scum — I wrote poems about, the breath of spring
when the local bluffs of Siberia blossom pink.
I will make every effort to justify, with honour, the trust placed in me
and will return totally reformed and will school my old friends
who are still in the grasp of the Green Dragon.
(1979)

Oleh Lysheha was born in 1949 in the Carpathian region of Ukraine. He was
expelled from Lviv University in the 1970s. His collection of poetry The Great
Bridge was published in 1989. He lives and works in Kiev, where in March
1992 his play Friend Li Po, Brother Tu Fu was performed by the Budmo
Theatre. He has translated Ezra Pound, D H Lawrence, William Carlos
Williams and Sylvia Plath into Ukrainian.

Translated by Virlana Tkacz and Wanda Phipps

Virlana Tkacz and Wanda Phipps have worked together translating Ukrainian
poetry since 1989. Their work has appeared in Agni Visions International and
Onthebus. Last year they were awarded the Agni Translation Prize and have
received grants from NYSCA and the National Theatre Translation Fund. They
have also co-created theatre pieces: A Light from the East, Explosions and
Blind Sight. Wanda Phipps works at St Mark's Poetry Project. Virlana Tkacz
heads the Yara Arts Group, which is a resident company at La Mama
Experimental Theatre in New York.
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