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Serbia

Czech studies scholar, writer, translator and diplomat

Prof. Dr Aleksandar Ilić was born in Znojmo. In 1953 his family returned to Yugoslavia following the release of his father and sister from prison in Czechoslovakia. Josef Korbel, Madeleine Albright’s father, was one of many in the USA who protested against the incarceration of his sister, who was still a minor at the time. In 1963 Dr Ilić began his studies at the University of Belgrade’s Philology Faculty, majoring in world literature and literary theory. During his studies, he was an editor of the weekly magazine Student, and in 1969 became its editor-in-chief. In the early 1970s he was the editor-in-chief of the magazine Vidici. Dr Ilić’s work at the weekly Student was criticised by Marshal Tito for its anti-socialistic slant, but Tito refused to honour Brezhnev’s demand that Dr Ilić be punished and Vidici magazine, which was dedicated to Russian dissidents, be shut down. In June 1968, Dr Ilić was beaten by police during student demonstrations in Belgrade, and in the same year he publicly refused to join the Communist Union of Yugoslavia. In 1969 he became a member of the board of the Belgrade Student Union and a member of the university council in Belgrade. In 1975 he started working at the university as a teaching assistant. In 1978 he defended his master’s thesis on the topic of A Criticism of Formalism in the Works of Jan Mukařovský, and in 1989 he received his doctorate for his dissertation on The Avant-Garde in Art and Marxist-Leninist Ideology. 

In 1977, Dr Ilić signed Charter 77 together with a group of Belgrade intellectuals, and despite police pressure refused to retract his signature. In 1989 he was one of the founders of the Democratic Party and became a member of its executive board. At the same time, he was the editor-in-chief of the newspaper Demokratija, which sharply criticised the politics of Milošević from its very first issue. During demonstrations against Milošević’s regime, police beat him yet again, this time as a university professor. In 1998, while at the University of Belgrade, he refused to sign the new university law and was fired after 23 years at the university.  Thanks to a court decision and an extended strike by university students, he eventually returned to his position at the university. 

Dr Ilić was always anti-communist, a liberal, an upholder of democratic ideals – from 1968 to October 5, 2000, he participated in every demonstration against the regime. As editor of the newspapers Student, Vidici, Književne novine, and Demokratija, and as a collaborator on the magazines Književna reč and NIN, as well as at Radio Belgrade, he published many translations, essays, articles and interviews supporting dissidents and protesters against the totalitarian regimes. He is a long-time member of the Serbian Writers Association and the Serbian PEN Club. From 2001- 2005 he acted as Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, and later Serbia and Montenegro in the Czech Republic. He was honoured by the Ministry of Culture of the Czech Republic with the Artis Bohemiae Amicis award, and the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic awarded him the Josef Dobrovský medal. 

Dr Ilić is prominent for his signification contributions to the development of Serbian-Czech relations. The most significant of his efforts is in the area of cultural relations and translations of Czech literature into Serbian. He has published five books, including essays on Serbian and Czech dissident literature; of special significance is his monograph on the history of the Czech avantgarde Klec a slavík (The Nightingale and the Cage), which features K. Havlíček-Borovský, K. Čapek, F. Peroutka and C. Milosz as its main protagonists;  he has translated 22 literary works from Czech into Serbian, including works by Teige, Kundera, Kosík, Seifert, Mukařovský, Sviták, Škvorecký, Dienstbier, Havel, Klaus, Liehm, Čapek, Hašek, and Vodička. Most recently, he has published a book of essays by Masaryk and a book of interviews entitled Proč nejsem komunistou (Why I’m Not a Communist), and is preparing books of essays by Peroutka and Škvorecký.

