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Time and again during periods of oppression, upheaval, 
and revolt, Ukrainian artists and authors have rallied behind 
one story: the folktale called “War of the Mushrooms” (Война 
грибов; or Voyna gribov). This tale was published by Russian 
ethnographers Vladimir Dal and Aleksandr Afanas’ev in the 
mid-19th century, and accompanied with illustrations by 
painter Yelena Polenova in 1889.

The most well known Ukrainian picturebook version, 
illustrated in 1909 by a young Heorhii Narbut (the future 
creator of the nascent state’s public image branding was still 
studying in Russia under Ivan Bilibin) stays quite true to the 
Russian original version. But, perhaps in order not to appear 
too explicitly revolutionary—following the 1905 turmoil in the 
country—omits naming the enemy: in the Russian versions 
of the tale, it’s either a turf-war against the wild berries or a 
call to arms against Царь Горох (Tsar Gorokh, aka “Emperor 

Pea”). The latter, likely in response to Napoleon’s incursions in 
Russia in 1812–1813. In Narbut’s telling of the story, Боровик 
(Borovyk, Boletus aereus) calls upon a number of edible 
mushroom species to enroll in his army to fight off the enemy: 
Белянки (Belyanky, Boletus edulis), Волнушки (Volnushky, 
the Wooly Milk Caps Lactarius torminosus and L. pubescens), 
Мухоморы (Mukhomory, Amanita muscaria), Свинушки 
(Svinushky, a humble group including Paxillus involutus and 
Lactarius trivialis), Сморчки (Smorchky, Morchella spp.), 
Рыжики (Ryzhiky, the Rusty Milk Caps Lactarius deliciosus 
and similar), Опенки (Openky, Honey Mushrooms like 
Armillaria mellea), and finally Грузди (Hruzdy, the Peppery 
Milk Caps Lactarius resimus and similar). All are well known 
Slavic folk taxa, but it is only the last group, the fieriest of them 
all, that agrees to take arms alongside Borovyk.

In 1919 a second, more mycologically meticulous version of 
the story appeared ten years later on the heels of the Bolshevik 
revolution in Russia. Published in Kyiv, Prague, and Odesa 
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mid-19th century, and first accompanied with illustrations by

of the story appeared on the heels of the Bolshevik revolution
 in Russia, published in Kyiv and Odesa, and later in Prague,
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(with illustrations by another significant Ukranian artist, 
Ohrim Sudomora), titled Війна грибів з жуками Viyna hrybiv 
z zhukamy (“The War Between Mushrooms and Beetles”). 
Here the tale is more detailed and unguarded, but also given 
an unexpected ending; it recounts a vastly more organized 
and ultimately successful enlistment campaign by Borovyk 
[NB: given that the text reflects the rise of Ukrainian patriotic 
self-determination in its spelling and fungal vernaculars, I’ve 
kept to specifically Ukrainian transliterations]. He first calls 
upon Опеньки (Openky, Armillaria mellea), Печерички 
(Pecherychky, Agaricus spp.), синенькі Маслюки (synenki 
Maslyuky, a blueing Suillus species) and Cинєгубці 
(Synehubtsi, Russula cyanoxantha, also known by the German 
name “Blauer Täubling”), but these groups decline to enroll, 
each with varying alibis. The second round of conscription 
is, by contrast, a resounding success, starting with the bitter 
Гірчаки (Hirchaky, Lactarius rufus), the popular Рижки 
(Ryzhky, Rusty Milk-Caps), the mitred Kовпаки (Kovpaky, 
Morchella esculenta), the obligatory Мухомори (Mukhomory, 
Amanita muscaria, who are elected medics for their famed 
pharmaceuticals), the ever-ready Cироїжки (Syroyizhky, the 
“Raw-edibles,” a pan-Slavic common name for mild Russulales 
species), and even the resolute Гадючкам (Hadyuchkam, 
deadly Amanita phalloides and similar)—a motley mycotic 
bunch agree to go fight the beetle squadrons.

In the comical surprise ending of the tale, the fungal 
army loses its leader—Borovyk trips into a steaming pot 
of soup. Deploying an unexpected turn such as this might 
seem defeatist, but its intent becomes clearer considering 

the author of the text that Sudomora’s version of the story is 
based on: none other than Ivan Truba, the radical Ukranian 
revolutionary activist-turned-educator and author. Truba 
rewrote the story in 1917 for a collection of folktales for 
schools, mixing mycological education with patriotic fervor. 
In his version he adapts a storytelling twist that Dal recorded 
in one Russian original. (Aunt Varvara comes and forages the 
mushrooms, upending their imminent forest feud, and this is 
the undoing of Borovyk. Perhaps this is a forewarning against a 
cult of strongmen leaders). Truba came from a storied Cossack 
family and his mission ended in exile (first to Austria and 
ultimately to the Czech Republic) at the Bolshevik’s takeover 
of the country in 1919. Sudomora himself was later arrested 
by the Russian authorities in 1949, and sentenced to 25 
years forced labor for various explicitly anti-Soviet postcards 
and vignettes he had published. (Unsurprisingly, during his 
interrogation no mention was made of similar anti-Nazi 
illustrations he had previously published.) He was granted state 
amnesty after Stalin’s death in 1955 but denied rehabilitation; 
he passed away in dire poverty in 1968.

There have been numerous translations of this mycological 
Russian folktale into other languages over the years, each 
having to adapt local fungal knowledge and tradition. Indeed, 
all translations have ultimately redefined the very point of the 
tale, usually defaulting to a merely botanically educational aim. 
(Although some studies [for example by the Wassons, Dugan, 
Toporov, et al.] have addressed the ethnomycological and 
semiotic aspects of the Russian originals.) In the locally topical 
Ukrainian versions throughout the ages, there is clearly much 
more at stake, illustrating how many histories a simple fungal 
folktale can contain.

Continued from page 32.
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With the most recent events 
unfolding in the country, a new 
Ukrainian revisiting of the story, Війна 
грибів Viyna Hrybiv, was published 
in December 2021 by local art house 
Rodovid Press (with translations in 
Fench and English now available on 
their website), featuring the artwork of 
Ukrainian emigré Nikita Kravtsov. This 
retelling of the popular folktale was 
penned by one the foremost authors in 
Ukraine today, Russian-born Andriy 
Kurkov. Kravtsov’s images are as raw 
as those currently emerging from the 
once-again contentious territories. 
Alongside contemporary castings of 
the various mushroom characters, 
the images feature symbols of the 
local patriotic resistance throughout 
the ages, including anarchist Nestor 
Makhno’s handgun. The illustrations 
are currently on view at the Ukrainian 
Museum in New York.
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