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Knuts Skujenieks // BIOGRAPHY 
 
The poetry of Knuts Skujenieks is among the most significant contributions to 

Latvian literature of the second half of the 20th century (both in the Soviet period and 
after the regaining of independence). The interest Skujenieks's poetry tends to garner 
both in Latvia's neighbouring countries and farter abroad suggests that its value is not 
only of national scale but one of the poetically most evocative testimonies about the 
human being in Eastern Europe, under totalitarianism and in freedom, under external 
and internal conditions governing one's existence. Vivid evidence of this interest is 
the translations of his poetry in Swedish (three books), Polish, Lithuanian, Croatian, 
Bulgarian, Ukrainian and other languages; appreciations by foreign writers and critics 
as well as the awards received by Skujenieks: the Jotvingian Poetry Prize in 
Lithuania, the Ivan Franko Prize in Ukraine, the Tomas Tranströmer Prize in Sweden, 
the Prize of the Baltic Assembly etc.   

Briefly about Skujenieks's life. He was born on 5 September 1936 in Riga in 
the family of a writer and translator and an actress. Skujenieks mother died when he 
was very little and he was brought up by his father's parents in the countryside.  As 
the Russian army was drawing nearer in 1944, Skujenieks's father left Latvia, later 
settling in the United States. Skujenieks studied Latvian philology at the State 
University of Latvia (2 years), then entered the Gorky Literature Institute in Moscow 
from which he graduated in 1961.  

Upon his return to Latvia, Skujenieks wrote and published his own poetry and 
translated Federico Garcia Lorca, got married in August 1961 and was arrested on 17 
April 1962. The charges against him were that he had engaged in anti-Soviet 
propaganda (on the basis of four poems – about the deportations of people to Siberia, 
Soviet agitprop etc.; telling of anti-Soviet jokes and the possession of forbidden 
literature, including the British Encyclopedia, as well as for not informing on the 
preparation of particularly heinous crimes against the state (on the basis of one 
conversation with an acquaintance who wanted to establish an opposition group and 
achieve Latvia's secession from the USSR. The court sentenced Skujenieks to seven 
years of high security forced labour camp, Dubravlag, in the Modrovian Soviet 
Autonomous Republic. When Amnesty International took interest in Skujenieks's fate, 
the State Committee of Security was willing to reduce his prison term if he writes a 
clemency request. Skujenieks refused such a compromise and was once again a free 
man only seven years later, on 17 April 1969.  

This period had a special significance in Skujenieks's development as a poet. 
The existential absurdist drama in which he was an unwilling participant served to 
form and stabilize Skujenieks's world view and understanding of art becoming the 
credo of his life and work: one can preserve oneself and create art also in very 
difficult conditions – that is if one refuses to betray oneself. The relationship between 
life and art is formulated in a letter of this period to poet Vizma Belševica, one of his 
closest friends:”My shield is the blank page; every shock is registered there." The 
time in the prison camp became a period of very intensive writing and developing his 
unique style.  

The camp writings, entitled "Sēkla sniegā” (Seed in Snow) could only be 
published in Latvia in 1990; that same year the volume was published in a Swedish 
translation by the Latvian-Swedish poet Juris Kronbergs. The subsequent books by 
Skujenieks also failed to get published for nine years because of his categorical 
refusal to serve the Soviet system with propaganda verse. Skujenieks's first published 
book "Lirika un balsis” (Lyrics and Voices) saw the light of day only in 1978, 



followed by "Iesien baltā lakatiņā” (Wrap It in a White Kerchief) (1986), "Tagad es 
esmu Aleksandrs” (Now I Am Alexander) (2006), "Mūsu dzīve nokalpotā” (This Life 
That We Have Served) (2007) and "Nekā personīga” (Nothing Personal) (2011). 
Skujenieks's poetry has repeatedly been included in many volumes of selected poems; 
his collected works consist of eight volumes. The poem "Poga" (Button), dedicated to 
his wife, has been translated into more than forty languages. In 2011, these 
translations appeared side by side in book form. Skujenieks's preface states his 
intention to "dedicate this little, multi-lingual book to political prisoners and their 
loved ones worldwide."  

In his poetry from the 1970s and 1980s, Skujenieks does not much attempt to 
seek quarrel with the powers that be: he has already done so while serving his 
sentence. Instead he writes personal and intimate lyrics, turning to the fundamentals 
of human existence that do not change with time. The Latvian poet Imants Auziņš has 
this to say about "Lirika un balsis” "(It) is an expressly polyphonic collection: in the 
small area of short poems, rich and manifold layers of various centuries, cultures and 
stylistics are concentrated." (book review "Tālplāna dzeja" 1979) 

In reviewing Skujenieks's collection "Iesien baltā lakatiņā”, the Lithuanian 
literary historian and critic Kestutis Nastopka  wrote: "Knuts Skujenieks's poetry is an 
uninterrupted narrative about man's efforts to get to know himself and the world. Juris 
Kronbergs has compared it to Dante's epic poetry. The range of values is determined 
by the extreme contrast between life and death. It is in the confrontation of these 
opporites that poetry is born telling us about "this life – so rich, unfair and brief". The 
two elements that are equally important in Skujenieks's poetry: the road to oneself, to 
one's own truth gradually and painfully doing away with posing, role-playing and 
extraneous assumptions and the road to the other that can be one's lover or any other 
person, who is likewise living though the dramas and joys of his or her existence, or 
the entire human culture, or nature – in other words, the universe where one should 
not take up "more space than is rightfully his" (Knuts Skujenieks). His poetics is 
based on a democratic world view, not only in the ethical but also aesthetic sense, and 
sophisticated, creative work with language, the deep layers of meaning and new 
meanings born in a poem. In Latvia, Skujenieks is read, popular and well loved not 
only by some narrow erudite circles but by many other readers, with each one finding 
something for him- or her-self. The topical and the traditional do not clash in his 
poetry: their relationship is one of dialog, where one corrects and supplements the 
other.  

Skujenieks's phenomenal work as a translator of poetry also deserves mention. 
Along with his original poetry, these translations have helped to radically expand the 
number of languages and cultures to which the Latvian reader was exposed in the 
second half of the 20th century. Offering new, stylistic methods hitherto unknown to 
Latvian poetry, Skujenieks's translations have been a rich source for its development. 
His range extends from the "Song of Songs" in ancient Hebrew as well as the 
folksongs of various nations to 20th century poetry: Garcia Lorca from Spanish, Jannis 
Ricos from Greek, Inger Christensen from Danish, Tomas Tranströmer from Swedish 
– to name just a few. It is Skujenieks's deep conviction that poetry in its essence is a 
trans-national language that can help people from various nations and eras understand 
one another.  
 
Information sources about poet Knuts Skujenieks on the Latvian Literature 
website http://www.latvianliterature.lv/en/writers/29 



 

A list of 10 most important papers of Knuts Skujenieks 

Poetry 

Basās zvaigznes [Barefoot Stars]. Rīga. Pētergailis (2016) 
Poga [The Button]. Riga: Neputns (2011) 
Mūsu dzīve nokalpotā [Our Life, Served]. Riga: Nordik (2007). 
Uzvarētājs nāk pa ķēķa durvīm [The Winner Comes Through a Back 
Door].1994. 
Sēkla sniegā [A Seed in the Snow]. Riga: Liesma (1990) 
Iesien baltā lakatiņā [Do It Up in a White Kerchief]. Riga: Liesma (1978) 
Lirika un balsis [Voices and Lyrics]. Riga: Liesma (1978) 

Criticism 

Paša austs krekls [A Hand-Woven Shirt]. Riga: Liesma (1987) 

Collected works 

Raksti [Writings]. 1-8. Riga: Nordik, (2003 – 2008) 

Translations of Books 
 
Collections of Lithuanian, Polish, Finnish and Greek folksongs. 
 



Bibliography of Knuts Skujenieks 

Poetry 

Basās zvaigznes [Barefoot Stars]. Rīga. Pētergailis (2016) 
Poga [The Button]. Riga: Neputns (2011) 
Nekā personīga [Nothing Personal]. Riga: Neputns, 2010. 
Mūsu dzīve nokalpotā [Our Life, Served]. Riga: Nordik, 2007. 
Tagad es esmu Aleksandrs [Now I am Alexander]. Riga: Neputns, 2006. 
Patiesīgs, bet ne pilnīgs dzīvesstāsts ar 33 smukiem un nesmukiem dzejoļiem 33 gadu 
garumā [A True But Incomplete Story of 33 Years of Life With 33 Poems, Fine and 
Poor]. Riga: Likteņstāsti,1996. 
Uzvarētājs nāk pa ķēķa durvīm [The Winner Comes Through a Back Door].1994. 
Sēkla sniegā [A Seed in the Snow]. Riga: Liesma (1990) 
Iesien baltā lakatiņā [Do It Up in a White Kerchief]. Riga: Liesma, 1978. 
Lirika un balsis [Voices and Lyrics]. Riga: Liesma,1978. 

Criticism 

Paša austs krekls [A Hand-Woven Shirt]. Riga: Liesma, 1987. 

Collected works 

Raksti [Writings]. 1-8. Riga: Nordik, 2003 - 2008. 

Selected works 

Simts. Dzejas izlase [One Hundred. Selected Poems]. Riga: Zvaigzne ABC, 2011. 
Parkā par solu [I Wish To Be a Bench in a Park], Selected Poems. Riga: 
Likteņstāsti, 1997. 
Līdz kailai rokai [Bitter Hand], Selected Poems. Riga: Zvaigzne ABC, 1996. 
Mūžīgs pusmēnes [Eternal Crescent], Selected Poems. Riga: Teātra Anekdotes,1993. 
Kā putu zīmes [Tracks of Froth], Selected Poems. Riga: Teātra Anekdotes, 1992. 

Translations of Books by 
 
Lesja Ukrainka (Ukrainian), Stanislaw Jerzy Lec (Polish), Desanka Maksimović 
(Serbo-Croatian) , Oton Župančič (Slovene), Aco Šopov (Macedonian), Yannis Ritsos 
(Greek), Federico Garcia Lorca, Gabriela Mistral, Nicolas Guillèn, Pablo Neruda 
(Spanish), Carl Michael Bellman, Gustaf Fröding, Bengt Berg (Swedish), Inger 
Christensen (Danish),  Sigitas Geda (Lithuanian), Agostinho Neto (Portuguese), 
collections of Lithuanian, Polish, Finnish and Greek folksongs. 
 
 
 



Translated Poetry Books in Other Languages 
 
English 
Seeds in snow [Sēklas sniegā], BOA Editions Ltd.; Tra edition (USA, 2016) 
 
German 
Seemen im Shnee [Sēklas sniegā], Wieser (Germany 2016) 
 
Russian 
Basās zvaigznes. Босые звезды, Pētergailis (Latvia, 2016) 
 
Swedish 
Som ekens rot till vaten [Kā ozola sakne pēc ūdens]. Torsby: Heidruns (2008) 
Bitter Hand, Bitter Mun [Rūgta roka, rūgta mute]. Uppsala: Edda (2003) 
Ett frö i snön [Sēkla sniegā]. Stocholm: Legenda (1991) 
 
Armenian 
Hima jes Aleksandr em [Tagad es esmu Aleksandrs]. Yerevan: Amaras (2008) 
 
Bulgarian 
Корен в хоризонта [Sakne apvārsnī]. София: Foundation for Bulgarian Literature 
(2009) 
 
Croatian 
Pesme Hrvatski. Zagreb: P E N Centar Zagreb (2005) 
 
Italian 
Tornato da un altro mondo [Atgriezies no citas pasaules]. Novi Ligure: Edizioni Joker 
(2010) 
 
Lithuanian 
Aš esu toli viešėjęs [Es pabiju tālos ciemos] Vilnius: Lietuvos rašytojų sąjungos 
leidykla (2004) 
 
Polish 
Innego mosto nie będzie [Cita tilta vairs nebūs]. Warszawa: Anagram (2009) 
 
Ukrainian 
Насiння в снiгу [Sēkla sniegā]. Київ: Український письменник (1994) 
 
Knuts Skujenieks's poetry have been translated into more than 40 languages. 
 
 


