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Zhadan’s ‘How Fire Descends’ a powerful introduction to contemporary Ukrainian verse
“How Fire Descends,” by Serhiy Zhadan. Yale University 

Press, 2023. 136 pp. ISBN: 9780300272468 (paperback), 
$18.

by Olena Jennings

In his foreword to “How Fire Descends” by Serhiy 
Zhadan, translated by Virlana Tkacz and Wanda Phipps, 
poet Ilya Kaminsky writes, “Zhadan searches for language 
that connects with and makes legible eastern Ukrainians’ 
experiences.”

The book, with groups of selected poems from a series 
of collections, is evidence of this search. The poems high-
light language, specifically the language of loneliness and 
the language of war. The included collections were all writ-
ten since the Russian invasion of 2014. 

It is impossible to falter when reading the translation by 
Ms. Tkacz and Ms. Phipps. The words are pressed to the 
page with confidence. The translation bears the language 
of the original inside it while sounding natural in English. 
The process of working on a co-translation makes the lan-
guage feel particularly refined. Mr. Zhadan’s poems are 
often featured in events staged by Yara Arts Group, of 
which Ms. Tkacz and Ms. Phipps are founding members, 
and it is a pleasure to read them on the page.

In his personal life, Mr. Zhadan uses language to champi-
on Ukrainian causes. As Mr. Kaminsky mentions, when Mr. 
Zhadan was ordered to kiss the Russian flag, he refused, 
using words. In the book he writes, “The first word is the 
first light.” Each word in the poetry carries a great weight.

Language becomes present in memory and in the future 
as it is, “important even after death.” Mr. Zhadan writes 
about the attempt to change language. Changing language 

includes changing reality and changing relationships. He 
also writes about “the desire to rename everything.”

Poems from one of the last collections included in the 
book “Antenna” include a multi-layered love poem. Mr. 
Zhadan mentions retelling a story in his own words. The 
story between the couple is a language of gestures and dis-
appointments. He thinks her lips look chapped as if 
“maybe she was kissing someone long and hard,” but in 
fact she has been standing on the cold street for a long time 
handing out flyers “no one needs.”

The poems are universal. They are the reason that Mr. 
Zhadan commands the popularity of a rock star. They are 
about having the strength to speak. “You Will Never Write,” 
is about enjoying the words, letting them linger and fill 
you. When talking about poetry, he writes, “You can only 
enjoy it/You can only reread it.” This book is one to enjoy, 
relate to and reread. 

Readers need this book to better understand the world 
and themselves as they relate to the voices in the poems. 
The poems transcend loneliness as readers feel a sense of 
connection with the poet. “I now have the words/to talk 
about silence.” Now readers have the poet’s words to 
express their deepest thoughts. Mr. Zhadan commands: 
“Remember the breath, the presence, the eruption of lan-
guage.”

The book is available at local bookstores, bookshop.org, 
barnesandnoble.com, and from the publisher Yale 
University Press. “How Fire Descends” is a great way to 
introduce your friends who love poetry to contemporary 
Ukrainian verse.
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Intelligence Directorate of the Ukrainian Defense Ministry, 
told Le Monde that, as a result of successful Ukrainian 
attacks, “the Russians have had to rush everything to the 
southeast and are trying to create a naval base at 
Ochamchire on the occupied territory of Georgia,” a loca-
tion not beyond the reach of Ukrainian weaponry (Le 
Monde, January 11).

Ukraine’s military officials would seem to have compel-
ling reasons for their optimism. Even with its campaign on 
land running into difficulties, Ukrainian forces’ unexpect-
ed success at sea has shone a light on Moscow’s ongoing 
problems in developing its navy and responding to losses. 
Russian naval yards have been anything but productive in 
recent years (see Eurasia Daily Monitor, October 5, 12, 
2021). Russian commanders have long preferred building 
larger ships to smaller ones, limiting their ability to move 
vessels to facilities without deep-water capabilities (see 
Eurasia Daily Monitor, November 1, 2018). Efforts to 
rebuild the Black Sea Fleet and its bases are now being 
forced to compete with President Vladimir Putin’s desire 
to build up Russia’s naval capacity in the Arctic and else-
where (see Eurasia Daily Monitor, September 29, 2022). 
All these factors and opposition in Abkhazia and Georgia 
restrict Moscow’s ability to open a full-service naval base 
at Ochamchire.

Consequently, the expanded Russian naval base in 
Abkhazia may not appear anytime soon. In October, the pro-
Moscow president of Abkhazia, Aslan Bzhania, stated that 
such a base would be in operation soon (Izvestia, October 
5). Just last week, Sergei Shamba, secretary of the 
Abkhazian Security Council, admitted that those estimates 
may have been overly ambitious. Mr. Shamba acknowledged 
that “construction work in the Ochamchira Bay, where the 
permanent base for Russian navy ships will be located, is not 

yet underway.” He added that, “at this stage, it is [only] being 
designed” and that “it is difficult to say” when it will open 
(RIA Novosti, January 12; Abkhazia-news.ru, January 14). 
Mr. Shamba’s words suggest that, while Russian vessels are 
being forced to leave Sevastopol, they may be unable to 
relocate to Abkhazia anytime soon. Thus, those ships will 
have to move to more distant ports such as Novorossiysk or 
spend more time at their current home base, where they 
would likely be at greater risk of Ukrainian attacks.

In the short term, Moscow may try to base more of its 
Black Sea Fleet at Russia’s two other Crimean ports, 
Feodosiya and Donuzlav. Both bases, however, are too 
small to handle many of the Black Sea Fleet’s larger vessels 
and can be easily targeted by Ukrainian forces. One 
Moscow expert, Ruslan Pukhov, director of the Centre for 
Analysis of Strategies and Technologies, says that Ukraine 
has “in fact driven [Russia’s] fleet out of Crimea” (The 
Moscow Times, January 12). As a result, Moscow is likely to 
look to Novorossiysk in the short term, despite its short-
comings, because it is closer to Ukraine and to an expanded 
base in Abkhazia in the longer term (see Eurasia Daily 
Monitor, September 6, 2013).

The planned Russian naval base at Ochamchire is 
becoming increasingly important for another unexpected 
reason. Some in the West have recently proposed creating 
a “neutral” naval base on the Black Sea – a development 
that Ukraine might welcome but that Russia would vehe-
mently oppose as a provocation directed at Moscow 
(Vechernyaya Moskva; Avia.pro; Gazeta.ru, January 16). To 
add weight to its opposition, the Russian government will 
likely seek to expand the base in Abkhazia as soon as possi-
ble, an effort that may or may not succeed but will surely 
attract increased international attention in the coming 
months and possibly future Ukrainian attacks.

The article above is reprinted from Eurasia Daily Monitor 
with permission from its publisher, the Jamestown 
Foundation, www.jamestown.org.
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Ukrainian successes...

Discussions on his propositions for rehabilitating the 
European security system after Ukraine’s territorial integ-
rity is restored may appear premature, and the Kremlin 
holds the firm position that it makes no sense to talk about 
peace without Russia (RBC.ru, January 10). In reality, a 
comprehensive plan is sorely needed for rebuilding 
Ukraine and preventing future wars in Europe. It would be 
fruitless to negotiate a peace with Moscow that would 
respect Ukraine’s territorial integrity (see Eurasia Daily 
Monitor, May 10, 2023). 

 A basic reality check for the discussions at Davos is the 
fast-approaching shift in the balance of power to be deter-
mined by three key changes. First, the European Union’s 
decision on additional aid for Ukraine, worth 50 billion 
euros ($54.43 billion), remains pending (Novayagazeta.eu, 
January 5). The Nordic-Baltic coalition has been working 
on consolidating collective support for this decision, seek-
ing particularly to re-energize Germany, where the govern-
ment struggles to chart a course satisfactory for the coun-
try’s three main political parties (Svoboda.org, January 
11). The Brussels bureaucracy is not known for its expedi-
ency, but it excels at designing compromises – something 
that is desperately needed to end Hungarian President 
Viktor Orbán’s veto. Another key issue is maintaining 
investment for the increased production of artillery shells. 
Delays remain, but the process has gained momentum in 
recent weeks (Interfax-Ukraine, January 11).

Second, the U.S. House of Representatives must still vote 
on a complex aid package that would include $61.4 billion 
in military support for Ukraine. The recent compromise on 
setting the U.S. government spending level for the 2024 fis-
cal year and avoiding a government shutdown has been a 
welcome development, though significant resistance 
remains on more aid to Ukraine (Kommersant, January 8). 
Mr. Zelenskyy discovered during his visit to Washington at 
the end of last year that his powers of persuasion can only 
go so far in influencing the course of partisan quarrels in 
the U.S. Congress (BFM.ru, December 13).

Third, more time may be needed in channeling frozen 
Russian financial assets, estimated at $300 billion, to sup-
port and reconstruct Ukraine. The Group of Seven (G-7) 
froze these funds at the onset of the full-scale invasion in 
2022 (Kommersant, January 12). Moscow has grown 
increasingly nervous that the United States will proceed 
with the confiscation and repurpose the funds for 
Ukraine’s use (Izvestiya, January 12). Only a fraction of 
these assets, however, are under U.S. jurisdiction, while 
most of the money is in various European banks. It will be 
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Balance of war... up to the European Union to decide whether to use these 
funds, perhaps after the European Parliament elections 
scheduled to be held from June 6 to 9 (Nezavisimaya 
Gazeta, December 21).

 Putin’s strategy for prevailing in the long war of attri-
tion is premised entirely on the breakdown of Western 
support for Ukraine. Every voice advocating for a reduction 
in funding is highlighted by the Kremlin and amplified by 
Russian propaganda. Moscow likely takes this approach to 
hide the reality that the Russian economy is under severe 
stress and that the military-industrial complex is operating 
at maximum capacity. The West, uninhibited by sanctions, 
can expand its engagement without putting a great burden 

on its many powerful economies. Each of Putin’s strategic 
designs for crushing Ukraine has failed, and it is highly 
probable that, as the war nears its three-year mark, the 
Kremlin will miscalculate the degree of Western fatigue 
and discord. Ukrainian resilience and Western determina-
tion make a winning combination. Putin’s “echo chamber” 
makes it difficult to assess these sources of strength accu-
rately, and that is setting him up for a shocking turn in 
Russia’s fortunes at home and on the battlefield.

The article above is reprinted from Eurasia Daily Monitor 
with permission from its publisher, the Jamestown 
Foundation, www.jamestown.org.




