YENO TAUFER

TO VILENICA DESETNICA FOR THE
ROAD

1. On a Persisting Miracle
(1989)

¥

Whenever 1 find myself in one of
the megalopolises, thosc, as they say,
world hubs of events, particularly cul-
tural enes, in Paris, London, Mescow,
New York, T have the feeling that 1
have both come from a miracle and
am witness to a miracle. I do noc have
a reasonable reply for any stranger as
to how it is possible thar, in a world
where mightier nacions with their
own national culture and even
mightier civilizations have vanished
from our history, this tiny handful of
people in Slovenia has remained for
more than a thousand years, despite
fosing its independence at the start,
perseveringly developing all the ¢le-
ments of nationality from language
and literature, to institutions, thea-
tres, an economy, polities and ulti-
mately a starehood for the plenitude
of which there is now being waged a
final and decisive battle in which the
whole nation is taking part. [ agree
this is a miracic. Nevertheless 1 can

also sense similar miracles in all other
countries of Central Burope, and in
towns similar o Ljubljana onboth the
human and cultural-historical plane,
from Trieste on the Adriatic to
Gdansk on the Polish Baltic. In a pe-
riod when so called European civili-
zation is also partly responsible for the
disappearance or at least the faral ill-
ness of some national cultures and
languages, not one town, NOL ONE peo-
ple, no language and its literature has
died out wichin this region we call
Cenrral Europe. On the contrary the
miracle persists. The Slovenc exam-
ple is in a great deal probably the most
eloquent and characteristic example
of this miracle.

We Slovenes barely suffice for one
sleepy, boring suburb of one of those
megalopoliscs, even the whole coun-
try, which appears spacious only be-
cause of its hills and dales and alpine
pastures, is hardly much bigger than
the most expansive of these me-
galopolises. Probably never mare than
the one and a half million that set the
original capital of their first country,
lost to legend after two centuries,
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upon the shores of Lake Balatan in
modern day Hungary; thae elected
their Princes by the polis principle,
enthroning them upon a stone in an
empry circle; this rice, which much
later, on another cantinent, contrib-
uted to the inspiration of the writer
of the Declaration of Independence,
lived on for centuries in what is mod-
ern day Austria in an area where as
late as the 19th cencury there flour-
ished the strongest Slovene cultural
centre. A people whose first written
words, a prayer in song, lay undiscov-
cred for & millennium in some Ba-
varian diocesan archives. For whom
the foundations of a national licera-
ture and contemporary national con-
sciousness were cstablished during
the 16th century not only by the six-
reenth Bible rranslation in the world,
but also in their own diaspora, by the
Slovenc Protestants with cheir own
boolks, which were then all burned,
except for the Bible, during the
Counter Reformation. For centurics
the bright young men of this people
left for universities abroad, becon-
Ing university professors and rectors
of universities from Vienna to Padua,
adding to imperial honour as re-
nowned musicians, scholars and so
an, but whose own town was a part
of the cultural cross-currents of Eu-
rope. With one of the first philhar-
monic societies of the continent,
Ljubljana could count Ludwig van
Beethoven and Joseph Haydn among
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its members, while its orchestra was
conducted by Mahler. By the turn of
this century, with more chan one hun-
dred thousand Slovenes, it was
American Cleveland, with its Slovene
newspapers, theatrical, political and
social life, that had the largest
number of Slovenc inhabitanes, not
Ljubljana. After a four year resistance
to Nazi eccupation, beginning on
27th April 1941, which was like that
of Biblical David in its odds, this
diaspora still continues today. Along-
side two universities in Slovenia it-
self, there are cnough Slovene scien-

tists und professars throughout the
warld to staff a third university, OFf
350 members of the Slovene Writers’

Association, some tens of Slovene

writers and poets live beyond

Slovenia's borders amidst minorities

in Italy and Austria and on other con-

tinents. For forty years the country
has been resisting Bolshevization and
is at this precisc moment stubbornly
attempting to introduce the rudi-
mentary foundations of a civil soci-
cty and 4 modern statehood gravirar-
ing toward a renewed Europe.

Where does this perseverance
come fromfNot from a region that
could be any definite geopalitical
notion,

Nor, as Peter Handke would ex-
press it even more decisively, is it
cven a mereorological concept, The
Central European phenomenon can
only be found upon the maps of the
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spiric. These are not maps of con-
quests, conquests ideological or
civilizacional technical, or even
Messianic ones, although all these
and others constantly pressurize this
“houndlessness” of spirit in the form
of many and very different national
culcures. Central Europe is essen-
rially a corrective to two products of
Furopean civilization, a corrective
since the 4th century division be-
rween Rome and Byzantium, and at

"this moment it appears to be a cor-

rective between Eastern ideological,
or Byzantine Bolshevik imperialism
on the one hand, and western tech-
nocratic and computerized cyber-
neticism on the other. Among these
small but extremely persistent Gen-
rral European nations full of scepti-
cism, humour and resilience, but cog-
nisant of how to preserve their own
identity through adaprability, the
preservation of an ever present un-
certainty, patience, rolerance, an un-
derstanding of differences and also
compliance has been a vital principle.
Whatever penctrated this zone was
maost often also vicrorious, whether
from Fast or West. But it always re-
ceived fresh and different features on
the way, as if adupting to a different
human scale. It lost its sharp thrust,
as if sole and first were no longer of
importance, giving way toazother and
different. ' T'his was not progress follow-
ing its own linearity any more. It had
become a process wherein the cyelical

was suddenly more imporrant than
lincaricy and “progress”. This corree-
tive, | believe, is no longer a guardn-
tee of survival only for Central Eu-
rope, but is also becoming vitally de-
cisive for European civilization as a
whole. Such a view of the world and
such a viral sense give rise to other
matcers and significance. Sometimes
the actual view held by some Cen-
tral European is the same or similar
to that in the East or West but the
emphasis is somewhart different, the
point of view has moved, the under-
tone receives a different coneent, all
reveals another perspective. Such a
perspective sets off different encrgy
currents and whenever we are talk-
ing of literature alsoa different style.
Death too becomes a surety fora new
life, an affirmation of the uniqueness
and at the same rime a vital need of
historical memory. This sense of proc-
css reaches down deeply, extracting
from, as it were, chthonian roots and
strara, bringing 1o life saps and hues
that cause strange chemical reactions
in what is forced from the Fast and
what penctrares from the West,
This Central European particular-
ity started to appear more clearly im-
mediately after the Renaissance, dur-
ing the Gounter Reformation and Ba-
rogue, and began to form one of the
most characteristic traits of its own
nature: namely thac it is in this spiric
of subordination and acceptance that
it finds its own movement. As it
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gnaws away at progression and linear-
ity it modifies and remoulds itself in
irs state of process and sense of the
cyclical, retaining and impressing
upon everything its own characeeris-
tic which contains something of an
intangible and multifaceted feminin-
ity. Possibly hiscorians do nor surmise
in vain that in these territories, on the
reuces of all the European migrations,
many a race exterminaced the men
and male offspring, accepting how-
ever the females of vanquished na-
tions into subjection in order to aug-
ment their own tribes. Sixch century
Siovenes were probably ne exception
when dealing with IHyrian or Celtic
women, of, even further back, women
of the ancient Christian population
or female Roman citizens. The un-
denworld had not been destroyed, ic
knew death but also renewed hirch,
despair, scepricism, obscure hope and
a derisive persiscence.

So thac it seems thar the most
obvious but at ehe same time the slip-
periest characteristic of chis Central
Europeanness is paradox. [t appears
that there is something almost
schizophrenic in the very foundations
of this Central Europeanness, but
present as a healthgiving canstituenr,
lec us say again paradoxically burt
quite seriously. "To be this, to be thar,
to become something else, but some-
thing again one’s very own. We can-
not overlook the fact that in the foun-
dations of this civilization's cultural

rradition there is Catholicism, # ca-
tholicism squeezed berween a block
of Protestantism on one side and Or-
thodoxy on the other. Tt was precisely
this Catholicism, international and
Latin and Roman cachoelicism, which
in a way gave Copernicus, and Flus,
and, not least, the Slovene pro-
testants , which preserved and en-
courage the national languages,
cultures, and , in a way as well,
literatures. And brought about
Kaflea and Freud (here, of all places!)
and heresies of all sorts, religious and
scienrific and political; in this tradi-
tion, as well, most
Solidarnost, the and nuclear move-
ment, the Hungarian, Slovene,
Croatian... democracic pluralism.
Paradox on top of paradox in the
midst of a tired and fed up world:
these small, stubborn nations after
winters want to celebrate Spring.
Like Polish, Czech, Hungarian
and other Central European versions
of Romanticism, Symbolism, Mod-
crnism, erc,, the Slovene versions
were also different from those in the
West or the Easr, as is the contempo-
rary Slovene response to Postmo-
dernism (whatever that may mean).
Madificarions, Slovenc modifica-
tions in Ceneral Europe. The existen-
tialism in the plays of Primoz Kozak,
who, without a doubt, did take inspi-
ration from Sartre as well, and-yer, in
Afera, let us say, we do not find just
the moral philosophical dispute about

recently
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the direying of hands inside the for-
mulae of some political ideology; be-
yond all this, the drama acquires en-
tirely new dimensions and intensity,
the grief and keen edge, not at all
maoralistic, of an existensially onto-
logical fight for a certain autonomy
and identicy as idenlogy breaks down
in the midst of a struggle for an ac-
rual national and at the same time
individual survival.

The poet Edvard Kocbek, who
died in 1981 aged 77, an existential-

-ist and adherent of personalism, 4

friend of Mounier since his prewar
years in Paris, a Catholic yet one of
the most prominent leaders of the
war resistance, expressed a sense of
terror, anxiety, fear in his poetry, yet
also the yearning for an inner mysti-
cal freedom. In some miraculous way
his Partisan poems turn the harsh re-
ality of combat into an illumination
of existential and metaphysical fate.
Almast his complete opposite was the
novelist Vicomil Zupan, Kocbek's con-
temporary in years and military and
literary destiny (both were perse-
cuted by the regime afier the war).
In his novels, particularly in one of
the most vital war novels of the Sec-
ond World War known to me, Minuer
for a Foenty-five Shot Guitar, Zup_an
porerays with a forceful sensitiviry,
passionate integrity and an almost
cynical removal from every ideology
and polities, the merciless, inhuman,
vet in this writer’s vision so very hu-

man dance of death in which, when
confronted with the face of terror and
violence, man only as individual re-
mains crue to himself. The same
forceful resilience is the link woven
into rthe eroric vitality of his autobio-
sraphical novel Levifan about lifeina
so called socialist prison.
Of the younger generation be-
coming adult after the war and be-
ginning to publish works during the
struggle against what has been called
socialist realism, for a more modern
style of expression and particularly far
free avowal and artistic formation,
permit me to mention the playwrighr.
Dominik Smole, the novelist Lojze
Kovagig, the poets Dane Zajc and
Gregor Strnisa, a group amidst whom
I myself am numbered. Smole’s plays
Krst (Baptism), Ziati ceveljcki (The
Tiny Golden Shoes) and others, par-
ticularly Antigone, are, above all, a con-
frontation berween a vivid reality,
which conceals supertemporal values,
and abstract ideals thar desire, as
dramatized in the plays, to rape the
human community and the indi-
vidual, with their shori-lived, tempo-
ral, mortal ideologies. Antigone, in
which the main heroine never steps
onto the stage, dramatizes and
radicalizes the inner presence of the
natural order founded on the univer-
sality of divine laws, the laws of meta-
physics and irrationality, in contrast
1o a “state” or “world” order based
on the power of autherity and the au-
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thority of power.
Dane Zaje, the poet whose books
were at first received as gloomy, de-
chssivc and destructive, has inspira-
tion reminiscent of hiblical supplica-
tion, celebrating the world of death,
destruction and crotic death. This is
suggestive poetry about the world and
man falling into decay, coming from
the twilight depths of a conviction
about the immovable, fundamental
crisis of existence of modern man.
I-!ad the poet Gregor Strnifa written
his brilliant pocery, also brilliant in
form, in English for instance, | am
convinced that 1 would have crans-
lared Strnida into Slovene, as I have
Years, Pound, Eliot and Ted Hughes,
for StrniSa was a world class poet.
Strnida, who died a year ago, was a
poct of transcendence, of the meta-
physics of time and timelessness. His
poctry was a ceaseless arcempe ac a
poctic articulation as he himself calls
it of a “consciousness of Space”,
which could be comprehended only
through the poetically imaginarive
perceprions of the “naked eyce”, with-
out the protective speetacles of a spa-
tial-temporal model, as the chasm of
the dialectical relationship beoween
appearance and realicy yawns before
man. lt was a comprehension, or bet-
ter, a presentiment of the bounds of
the conscieus. 1t is hardly unusual
then thae Scrnifa called his poems
ballads.
Prose writer Lojze Kovadig, with
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his numerous autobiographical narra-
tives, represents a singular phenom-
enon. In his writerly eroticism and his
epic investigation of the instinetive
he has for years been doing samething
Postmodernises theorize about a greas
deal. Although he writes about his
own life, his is no Proust - lke search
for lost time, but a bloody, forceful
progress through fragments, events,
pcople, scraps of occurrences thar is
not infrequently terribly harsh upon
his personal identity, an identity
formed by love, hate, death, Viofcncé,
blood, mud and daily coarseness.
.Kovac":ié bacters his way through the
infinitely dense layers of Slovene life
during the years of the war and the
decades of utterly varicgated physi-
cal and spiritual violence thar fol-
lowed, in order to delve beneath
them to himself, in the course of
which this writer’s self is moulded
into an exceptionally malleable liter-
ary figure before the reader’s eves.
This “chthonic” and irrarional
world L have touched upan is present,
for instance, in the plays and tales of
Rudi Seligo, in which he deals with
the dramatic struggle berween the ra-
tionalized and technologized world
that is “society” and che marginal
people, the outcasts, those women in
whom the ancient “saeralicy”, the ar-
chetypal and the secretive come to
light, so threatening and destructive
to “orderliness” and “profitability”.
The poetry of Tomaz Salamun has
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made poetry most convincing through
the poet - subject, drowning in the
floating, hovering fragmentariness of
the world, a world made new in an
cestasy of poetic transformacion.
Among the youngest may T men-
tion at heast the poet Alei Debeljak.
His verses in their nostalgic deserip-
civeness evoke the icy cravail of mel-
ancholy, the melancholy of silence
crched into the crisis of intimacy;
they call up the restlessness in the

' palimpsest like morrality, which la-

conically catalogues the pain of
things, of beings, of nature's frag-
mented phenomena, of the world, of
existence, of every nccurrence which
rranscends itself within us and
around us. OF every persistent, mi-
raculous occurrence.

2 The Writers' Subterranean
Cathedral Vilenica (1991)

The annval international literary
award VILENICA is granted by an au-
tonomous jury composed of inde-
pendent experts relying in their work
upon a wide international circle of
consultants who select a poet, writer
or playwright from one of the Cen-
tral European literagures as a recipi-
ent of the award. The award is be-
stowed by the President of the Asso-
ciation of Slovene writers at the end

of the second week in Seprember and
represents the solemn canclusion of
a three day long meeting, consisting
of a symposium on a chosen theme,
accompanied by collective perform-
ances, authors’ readings and, of
course, the most fruitful: [riendly
ralles among a hundred highty distin-
suished poets, writers, essayists, edi-
rors and publicists from 14 countries,
ftom the Baltic republics, Poland and
Germany in the north, to Traly, Cro-
atia and Slovenia in the south.
The award is handed to the win-
ner in the place whose name it bears
and whose characteristics provide for
the unusual solemnity of an otherwise
informal, relaxed artistic meeting: in
the karstic cave Vilenica. In 1826 this
natural curiosity was the first subter-
ranean karstic cave in the world apen
for public tourist visits by an official
royal decree. From the clearing on the
edge of the woods the audience and
writers descend old, rime-worn SCalrs
carved in stone and enter the first of
three successive caves. The experi-
ence is one of entering a huge, re-
sounding, real subrerranean cathedral
with its high arches between the pil-
lars, and tender but at the same fime
wildly fantasied sculptures of stalac-
tices. The gentle pastel rose colour
of Vilenica cave justifies its name,
which means: the place where fairies
Jive - mysterious and unpredicrable
mythological beings elusive to the
forms of ordinary life.

19




VENQ TAUFER

When the Cencral European
licerati first gathered in Vilenica in
1986, this subterranean gathering
bare some of the symbolism pertinent
at the time. Vilenica was probably the
first place where exiled writers,
whose works were smuggled back to
their home countries, mer wich
“home" writers and their worls - un-
official, alternative, “underground”
literature. The symposium table in
Lipica, home of the famous Lipiz-
zaners, the friendly karstic inn at
Stanjel, the court of the Duino cas-
tle, the theatre in Trieste... these
were places for talks and literary read-
ings for the guests of Vilenica - for
Ewe Lipski from Warsaw as well as
for Eduard Goldsciicker, the former
president of Czechoslovakian writers,
now living in Essex, who mert after
twenty years Ivan Klima [rom Prague,

Jan Skicel from Brno...

Alchough Vilenica has now lost
ihis “underground” symbolism, its
more important real and eternal
subterraneity, or if we use a more ap-
propriate Greels word, chthonian fun-
damentality of literature, poetry and
story-telling persists: where, if not in
those dark worlds in individuals and
socicty, worlds resisting rationalistic,
scientific and political madels, do
these creative forces trying to artisci-
cally mould and articulate their mys-
terious depths originate? In those
warlds of unconsciousness, subcon-
sciousness, irrationality, ete., in indi-

20

viduals or in larger communities,
dwell sombre and destructive powers,
bue also spiritual forces and aspira-
tions. Wich its mysterious miraculous-
ness of a subterrancan cathedral
Vilenica remains the place offering to
literature the miraculous experience
of poerical expression, poetical cog-
nizance and flashes of insight.
Leaving behind the visual and
political attractiveness of VILENICA,
its fundamental mission becomes
maorg and more discernible and im-
portant: to call atrention to spiricual
artistic experiences and remarkable
aesthetic atrainments developing in
Central European national and cul-
tural environments. This area of pre-
dominantly small nations and nation-
alities from the Baltic to the Adriatic
Sea and from Bern to Belgrade is full
of spiritual, culrural differences and
differences in cradition - bur for all
these differences, for all rhese
pluralities, tolerance, nonaggres-
siveness and mutual underseanding
were always characreristic, cven es-
sential. Can we then say that the
principle of diversicy is the integra-
tive principle which guides the Cen-
tral European spirit?

If this is true, then chis incegra-
tive principle of diversity confers
some characreristic artistic power re-
flected and crystallized in the worls
of artists with such experiences of
life, culcure and eradirion, from these
parts of Europe. This artistic charac-

teristic is particularly noticeable and
precious. . ‘
Gyorgy Konrad, Hunganan writer
and the president of the im:ernauc.mal
PEN sociery, spoke at the symposium
i1 Vilenica about the Central Euro-
pean “culrural republic” where
“friendly mutual interest” would
reign amang its voluncary citi-zcns...
Vilenica is one of its first locanons.

3. About This Book and
Vilenica Desetnica - 1995

The greatest pride of the ten
Vilenica festivals, from the first in
1986 to this year's, are clearly the ten
award winners, ten great names of
contemporary, in particular Central
Furopean, literature, As they are not
included in this book - each in his/
her turn represents the most impor-
tanc chapter of one of the ten
VILEN!ICA anthologics, the ten
milestones of Vilenica - let us men-
tion them here: .

VILENICA 86; ltalian writer
Fulvio Tomizza, . '

VILENICA 87: Austrian writer
Peter Handlke, - .

VILENICA 88: Hungartan wrniter
Péter Bsterhizy,

VILENICA 89: Czech poert Jan
Skicel, '

VILENICA 90: Lithuanian poet

VENO TAUFER
Tomas Venclova, .
VILENICA 91: Polish poet
Zbigniew Herbert,

VILENICA 92: Czech writer Mi
lan Kundera,
VILENICA 93: German writer of
Cizech origin Libuse Monikové,
VILENICA 94: Bosnian poet
Josip Osti,
VILENICA 95: Swiss writer Adolf
Muschg.
Additionally, 316 authors from fc?ur-
tecen Central European countries,
countrics with cheir literatures of the
“Furope in - berween”, participa‘tcd
in the ten Vilenica events, publish-
ing their texts in these ten anthol?—
gies. Among them, there were 03
Slovene poets and writers, whose
cexts arc collected in this special pub-
lication which marks the occasion of
the tenth anniversary. It is nota clas-
sic anthology, nor a cross-seetion rep-
resenting contemporary Sl‘ovcm: lit-
erary creativicy. Many an important
name is missing, from the older and
the younger generations, down to the
very young burt already established
talenis (e.g. from poet Janez Menart,
aurhors lvo Zorman, V]adimir Kaveic,
Viadimir Kovadic, pocts Ervin Fritz,
Tone Kuntner, to mention justa few,
to the youngest, Aled Sl:cgcr,' and
many others). You will find their po-
ems or prose in the future Vilenica
anthologics. As the authors assembled
in the prescnt book have, by one co-
incidence oranother, represented the
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Slovene element of Vilenica, in the
coming vears new names of older or
vounger generations of contemporary
Slovene literature will concribuce
their share to the annual Vilenica
overview of a section of the current
literary horizons of Cenrral European
liceratures.

Leaf through this book, then, take
it as an invitation to visit Slovene ljt-
erarure, as an invitation and provi-
sions for the road, for u journey into a
splendid, picturesquely varied world,
where literature pulsaces with inten-
sity.

And why is chis Vilenica called
DESETNICA? It is not a name eas-
ily translaced. Lirerally, it means the
tench child, the tenth daughrer, but
this does not begin to convey the real
meaning. Theclosest true translation
in Europe would be encountered in
old Irish rales about ten boys or chil-
dren, deachmi, one of whom cheir par-
ents sacrifice or drive away from
home. This remnant of the dark Indo-
LEurapean lore, that the renth child
of the same gender must be sacrificed
o the gods to break che spell, has
becn preserved as a Slovene specialty
tn folk ballads: The most frequenc
variant of the motif tells how the
daughter who breaks off the piece of
bread containing the ring the mother

had kneaded into che dough has to
leave home. The youngest daughter
gets the ring and [caves hame; when
she returns.after many years, nobody
recagnizes her until she reveals her
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identity. The macher dies of grief, and
desetnica leaves forever, The variants
af the motif where the tenth child is
male, desernik, are more optimistic:
"The fate of the “renth brother”, “per-
secuted by God's will”, is o tramp
from door o door, unearth treasures,
bring good luck, and, above all, know
how to recount stories and rales like
no-one else... FARE THEE WELL,
VILENICA DESETNICA!

SRECKO KOSOQVEL

SRECKO KOSOVEL

PRESSENTIMENT

Champs.

Masure prés de la route.
Obscurité.

Silence de la doulenr.

+ Au loin

Une fenétre claire.
Oui?
Une ambre sur effe.

Qulequ’un regarde
Apris moi,

Avec moi

Le non-repos

Lt e pressentiment
De o neort,

TRADUIT PAR VIKTOR JESENIK ET MARG ALYN

LES MURS NOIRS

Les murs noirs se lézardent
Au-dessus de mon dme.

Les hannnes-lfampes
Baissent, s'éteignent.

U poisson borgne

Nage en lobscur,

Un potsson a L'ocil noir.




