
Gorica Majstorovic (Stockton University) 
 

Translating (for) the World: Cosmopolitanism and Exile in Danilo Kiš 
and the Post-Yugoslav Diaspora 

 
Danilo Kiš (1935-1989) took account of historical events and used translation as a 

cosmopolitan tool, an instrument with which he further resisted nationalism. Mostly 
known as a writer whose prose has been widely translated around the world, Kiš’ life-
long work as a translator has not yet been examined (with the exception of recent studies 
on translation by Sibelan Forrester and Aleksandra Mancic). The Serbian-Jewish author, 
also known as “the last Yugoslav writer”, translated into Serbo-Croatian, a language 
whose hyphen has been violently erased by nationalist discourse, thus converting it into 
“either” one “or” the other South Slavic language. While he cannot be easily typecast as a 
“dissident” in exile, Kiš nevertheless left Belgrade for France, where he taught Serbo-
Croatian at the Universities of Strasbourg, Bordeaux, and Lille before permanently 
settling in Paris in 1979. Kiš translated French drama by Corneille and other playwrights, 
as well as poetry by Baudelaire, Lautréamont, Verlaine, Prévert, and Queneau, whose 
Exercises in Style, a collection of 99 retellings of the same story, he particularly enjoyed. 
Kiš also translated Mandelstam, Yesenin, and Tsvetayeva from Russian and Ady, Petofi, 
and Radnoti from Hungarian. Translation has long been a tool of survival, literally and 
figuratively, for Kiš and for those intellectuals living in exile since the outbreak of the 
war in 1991 and the dissolution of Yugoslavia: David Albahari left Belgrade for Calgary 
and translated from English to Serbo-Croatian; Dubravka Suznjevic lived in Mexico City 
and translated the complete works of Vasko Popa into Spanish; Simona Skrabec 
translated various Catalan and Spanish novels into Slovenian while living in Barcelona; 
Branko Andjic translated in Buenos Aires and, like Albahari, recently returned to 
Belgrade. In New York, in the mid-1990’s, I translated “El museo de los esfuerzos 
inútiles”/“Museum of Futile Efforts” by Cristina Peri-Rossi. Taking a cue from Paul 
Illie’s Literature and Inner Exile, I was interested in alternatives and challenges that 
translation can provide to traditional notions of national literature and literary history. As 
I translated Peri Rossi’s work, as well as Regis Bonvicino’s poem “Me transformo”/”I 
Transform” and Stephen Dunn’s poetry from his Pulitzer Prize-winning “Different 
Hours”, and “Everything Else in the World”, I was interested less in the concept of  
“translation as consecration” (Pascale Casanova), but rather, in the idea of translation as a 
form and practice of resistance that, following Kiš, points to the craft of writing and “the 
relativity of all myths”. 
	  


