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This paper will examine Danilo Kiš’s relationship with Russian authors, especially but not only as it is expressed in his choice of authors and texts for translations. Though he is best known as a prose writer, Kiš actually began his writing career with poetry, practicing translation as a way to study the craft of writing. With time, however, translation came to serve as his own poetic medium, and he left a significant body of work from three languages: French, Hungarian, and Russian. The ongoing importance of translation in his creative life established a particularly close relationship with the Russian poets he chose.

Kiš mentioned learning Russian in high school from superbly educated émigrés who had once been officers in the White Army, so he was aware of the Soviet Union’s complicated past from a young age. His best-known literary engagement with the USSR, the 1976 Tomb for Boris Davidovich, touches on pre-Revolutionary anti-Semitism among many other things. The Russian poets he translated are primarily from the Silver Age, including well-known names such as Gumilëv, Akhmatova, Mandel'shtam and especially Tsvetaeva. Though Kiš’s translations emphasize artistic quality and preservation of the poets’ individual voices, there are important political ramifications in the choice of poets and poems as well.
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