Travelling with a smile




et L

(Written according to the author’s own
accounts in “Biography”, afterword to
the book “The Approach of the Storm
— Selection from the Works”, Skolska
knjiga, Zagreb, 1996)

1928

Slavko Mihali¢ was born on March 16
in Karlovac, on the banks of the Kupa
River. His mother Zlata, nee Milci¢,
after teachers’ college decided on the
theatre and was for years the most
popular actress in Karlovac. As well as
artistic talent, she had an excellent so-
prano voice and with his father, a tal-
ented baritone, she sang Italian operas
and forgotten folk songs from north
west Croatia. His father Stjepan was
one of the best Croatian novelists of
the period, a fertile short story writer,
travel writer, columnist and play-
wright.

Slavko Mihali¢ spent his early child-
hood on the banks of the Kupa:

Right here, on the bank of the blinded
river

The whole of life went on for you to
come back here

Underneath the sky you left at last
Rift, so that it’s a genuine miracle
you’ve stayed together

Say, one day in spring,

When everything is grey and bristling
And every bird a bird of prey, and every
stone a blow

(On the banks of the Kupa)

in an atmosphere of books and maga-
zines, music, drawings, watercolours
and oil paintings (excellent reproduc-

hronolo

Tea Benéi¢

tions of Leonardo’s Mona Lisa and
Rembrandt’s Anatomy hung on the
walls), in an atmosphere of discussion
about literature, language (his godfa-
ther was Ljudevit Jonke), especially
about “conflict on the literary left”,
about politics. In a modest rented
apartment always full of intellectuals,
Slavko soon learned to draw (openly)
and write (covertly).

1942-1947

Slavko wrote his first poem at Christ-
mas 1942, because Christmas Eve,
Christmay Day and St Stephen’s Day
were the biggest days in the year in his
family. In that dreadful period of war
that had engulfed the whole of Europe,
the song told of a squad of lead sol-
diers going over the table, the last of
them dragging the stump of his miss-
ing leg, and then all turning into peo-
ple. Then there was a poem about wil-
lows by the Kupa, and many others of
which there is no trace remaining to-
day. He wrote dramatic scenes, a novel
about the life of insects with the hero
an ant called Slavko, selling the novel
to his friend Robert, who was soon to
disappear in the whirlwind of war. This
was his first royalty. Later, in his rec-
ollections, in the collection Karlovacki
diptih, he would recall many of the
images of his chldhood, especially the
part called “The age of learning
smells”.

Its blossoms were a timid whisper.
Do you still grow, slender plum-tree,
by the house’s southern wall
transformed since then, in wheeling

Slavko Mihali¢ was proclaimed the
prettiest child in the country (1929/30)

reality,

into a memory trap...

Do you still bring tight tiny fists

to those purple breasts, so sweet upon
the tongue

of a moon-walker, twelve years old
kissing his shirt in transport of de-
light...

It all was far too clear, too reasonable.
The dream dug out of his own eyes.
A rustling, then the army, a glimmer,
then the war.

How, amidst those blood-crazed nights
did you endure your loneliness, for a
boy’s gaze

was turned towards the sky, where
metal angels thundered in the dark-

ness...



Mihali¢’s father, Stiepan, o writer

Explosions rearranged vour heart.
And afterwards, a long time, nothing
happened, .

but now, this one remaining night

] would raise up that tree’s memorial.
Its leaves between my fingers. But
there’s no more fruit. The world has
grazed

on all its first-born sweetness.

(Memory trap)

As well as doing his writing on the
quiet, Slavko Mihali¢ also drew and
painted, in pencil, Indian ink, pastels,
watercolours, tempera, and at home
there was a general belief that he was
to go to the art academy. But after he
passed his school Jeaving exam in 1947
it turned out that there was no money,
and Slavko took a job in his father’s
firm “until better times”. While he was
at high school in Karlovac he started
his first school paper, Tornado, writ-
ten by hand. He wanted to go to
Zagreb as soon as possible, and car-
ried out his intention “over night”,
much against the wishes of his father,
mother and sister, going off to be a
newspaperman in the just founded

Croatian editorial office of Borba.

He arrived in Zagreb in December
1947, when the conflict between Tito
and Stalin was already smouldering. As
an “independent reporter” he travelled
much across the country, getting to see
places and cities he had known only
from postcards before. He got into all
the secrets of printing. But conditions
in the paper, where the editors were
in fact censors, became unbearable. He
was hauled over the coals for going
everyday to the Writers’ and Journal-
ists’ Club (then in Gajeva 2), because
everything was “suspect” there, while
in fact Slavko was just meeting young
writers, musicians and painters. The
conflicts continued to sharpen. But
when he had come to Zagreb, he had
enrolled as a part-time student of Ital-
ian and the history of
art (in the course of
Ivo Franges). Resign-
ing from Borba in
1952, and living off
tiny rovalties, includ-
ing from the puppet
play Cinderella, he
decided to switch
courses in the Faculty
and take Croatian lit-
erature and language,
because it had be-
come clear to him
that in the contest be-
tween literature and
painting, poetry had
won the upper hand.

1947-1954

At the Faculty of Phi-
losophy,  Slavko
Mihali¢ was the mov-
ing spirit behind the
founding of a Con-
temporary Literature
Club, which started
issuing the first
number of its own
paper Tribina on May
1. Mihali¢ became
chief editor, and was

also responsible for the layout; the
editorial board also included Radovan
Ivancevi¢, Sveto Petrovi¢, Cedo Prica
and Josip Pupaéié. This was the time
when the young were making their
breakthrough, when several similar lit-
erary papers were starting up, some of
which were not to last longer than one
or two numbers. This happened with
Tribina as well; in June its second and
Jast number came out. “The wise lead-
ership” attacked Tribina and its editor
in public for bringing surrealism into
Croatia; this referred to the verses of
Vlado Gotovac who, along with a
number of others, published his first
verses and essay in this student
monthly.

This was the time of the poetry of “the

Slavko and Stiepan Mihali¢, 1930
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Slavko Mihali¢ in Karlovac {childhood)

lett and the right” pockets, that is,
those that according to the criteria of
the commissars could be published,
and those that were pronounced “deca-
dent, meaningless and bourgeois”, and
mainly read on toilet seats at home.
Slavko Mihali¢ did not write “leftist”
poctry about tractors, co-operatives,
clectrification, industrialisation, five-
vear plans and Tito, but he did publish
some sentimental thymed verses about
tog, words, love, heartache which
were actually a compromise with his
much more profoundly radical under-
standing of poetry. The cycle called

Ponocni zapisi (Midnight Records),
printed in the second number of
Tribina was his first essay at existential
searchings, and he became a recognised
poet at a literary evening in the old
building of the Philosophical Faculty,
in Room X, reading his poem
Pristajanja.

Ships put to shore in many ways:
some of them violently banging and
cracking,

others gently, like Jovers...

(Putting to shore)

He had become a modernist much ear-
lier, in Karlovac, but for years he was
unable to publish this kind of poem.
Even the journal Izbor (the rather
starchy predecessor of Krugovi) refused
to printed his drama Covjek s dva lica
(The Man with Two Faces) which was
written in totalitarian times.

At this initial time, Slavko says that he
was influenced by Ujevi¢, Apollinaire,
Supervielle, Nietzsche, Rilke and Trakl,
although from his earliest youth he had
read all poetry. Poems which particu-
larly impressed him he would write
down in his own personal anthology.
Since he could not live from writing
poetry at that time, in 1952 and 1953
he printed columns, reportage, inter-
views and even a number of short sto-
ries for youth papers with names like
“The Young Fighter”, “Youth Paper”
and “Horizon” which had started to
come out on the newspaper market
with rather more libertarian ideas but
often had problems with the bosses of
the youth organisations who were
fairly unscrupulously, via the younger
generation, making their way through
into Party politics.

In 1953 he printed his first poems in
the then central Croatian literary
magazine of the younger generation,
Krugovi, and married Ana Tomi¢, who
had been forced to flee from Lika in
1941 when the Chetniks burned the
Croatian village of Rudopolje near
Gracac. Both of them were penniless;
it was in a sub-let flat at Buconjiceva
6, earlier a meeting place for the
“young”, that their first son, Zlatko,
was born; three years later came
Tomislav, this time in Ulica 8. Maja 41
(now Trenkova). The youth organisa-
tion bosses could not forgive him such
a marriage, and for family reasons he
began to look for another, more secure
job. He found this in Lykos, something
of a backwoods company that also
published Lika News. In a few months,
not only had he married a woman from
Lika, but he had gone all over the area
on foot, insofar as was allowed.
Lykos had a small printing shop in
Duga ulica; it occurred to Mihali¢ that
for not much money he could bring
out a little book of twelve poems. Since




this was not specifically legally prohib-
ited, in a few days (in 1954) Slavko’s
first book Chamber Music (Komorna
muzika) came out. The title of the book
looked back to his childhood days:
very early on he had attended Music
School in Karlovac. He had wanted to
play the piano, but it was impossible
to get a piano through the door of the
little flat in Mazuraniceva ulica, even
if they had had the money. He began
to play the cello, on an instrument
borrowed from the school, but the pro-
fessor soon died and he had to return
it. Then he decided on the flute, but
the teacher fled the country. Neverthe-
Jess, in spite of all these difficulties,
Slavko knew a lot about music, and so
chamber music means an intimate style
of making music, on one or several
instruments, which fits in very well
with his aim of writing in a way that
was different from the stagy, grandilo-
quent, metaphoromaniac style of the
time.

The Mihali¢ family: Zlota {(mother), Stiepon (father), Slavko ond his wife, his
sister Jagoda and her husband, grandchildren (1952)

Slavko Mihali¢ with actresses from the Karlovac theatre
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Slovko Mihali¢ as o twenty-four-year-old.




I would like to know from where
this emptiness comes, so that I
can change myself into a clear lake

where the bottom can be see, but with-

out fish.

But without shells, crabs, without
the underwater plants which at least
hide some kind of name, today 1 am
nameless. Some of me is alredy disap-
pearing.

And so, speaking of emptiness, 1 stir
the water in the Jake,

scattering sand and other tiny parti-
cles

settled on the bottom. I'm feeling nau-
seous.

1 walk the streets with my head down,
just like another lake, first dark, after-
wards

cven polluted; and let’s not say any-
thing of thosc

repulsive creatures that crawl on the
bottom

<o that now 1 stink even to myself.

(Metamorphosis)

The most successtul part of the first
collection, thought Slavko, was the fact
that the Lykos management got to
know all the capabilities of their own
printing shop, and proposed that the
collection should be made, retrospec-
tively, part of the firm’s own list, and
thus freed from taxes. He was ap-
pointed poetry editor. Thus the Little
Poetry Library published, in only two
years, forty or so collections of poems,
of almost all the “young” poets of the
time (Milicevi¢, Jurida, Stahuljak, B.
Pavlovi¢, Prica, Slamnig, Spoljar,
Cvitan, Raos, Vunak, Vrkljan, Golob,
Mader, Ivanéan, Slavicek, Soljan,
Sabljak, Majer, Katelan and others).
Several other series were also started:
Putovi (Paths) had a selection of poets
(Stanislav Simi¢, Zlatko Tomici¢, Tin
Ujevi¢, Vlado Vlaisavlevi¢, Drago
Jvanigevi¢, Vlado Kovaci¢, Vesna
Parun); Poets and Nations, with trans-
lations from French, English, Spanish,
Jtalian, Slovene, Czech, Chinese, Japa-
nese, with Black and Indian poetry;

Anthologies, in which the first post-war
anthologies of Croatian poetry came
out, love poetry, satires and verse in
the Kaikavian dialect.

1954-1961

Mihali¢’s collection Journey into Non-
existence was the thirteenth volume in
the Little Poetry Library (the end of
1956), about which a great deal was
written, with Soljan’s review in Repu-
blika for 1957 being particularly well
remembered. Then the poets became
friends, for as Mihali¢ said: “Tonko
was friendly only with people who
cared for literature”. After this book
came out, Mihali¢ became a member

The editorial office of Lykos

of the Croatian Writers Association
and won a prize from the Association.
Lykos also published Mihali¢’s records
of the mentally sick, IskriSta u tmini,
while Zora brought out a new collec-
tion of poems called Pocetak zaborava
(The Beginning of Oblivion). Thus the
great Zora had finally opened up its
doors to the young.

The breakthrough of Lykosand young
Croatian poetry did not pass off pain-
Jessly. Poets and editors were sum-
moned to interrogations, and at-

tempted to defend the printing of
books of poetry, which was meant to
be the business of others (i.e., of those
who did not publish poetry), but no
one was shaken. Lykos and its nimble
manager Zeljko Grbac organised the
Plitvice Poetry Festival in 1956; this
was repeated two years later in Opatija
and the general area of Rijeka. This
was a “poetry festival” that the politi-
cal and police authorities attempted
many times to trip up.

In 1959 Lykos published Darezljivo
progonstvo, the 41 book in the Little
Poetry Library (now edited by Duro
Snajder); the book was designed by
Mihali¢ himself. On April 29 of the
same year, Mihali¢ became chief edi-

tor and technical editor of the bi-
monthly Knjievna tribina, published
by the same firm. Twenty five num-
bers came out, accompanied by the
same sour faces of the ideological com-
mittees, who could not conceive of the
idea of a paper coming out, evena lit-
erary paper, at the birth of which they
had not themselves assisted; in the
end, they put a stop to it, the more so
because political persecutions were
being stepped up.

In autumn 1961 Mihali¢ knocked on
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the doors of the publisher Naprijed,
offering them the completed collection
called Seasons. Kalman Vajs agreed to
print the book, but they could not
agree as to the dates. Mihali¢ then
withdrew the manuscript and resolved
on self-publishing again. The collec-
rion came out in a month, and good
reviews (Soljan’s in particular once
again) stimulated good sales. Then
came the sensation: although the book
had come out in samizdat form, in May
1962, Mihali¢ received the City of
/.agreb Prize from the hands of the
mayor, Veéeslav Holjevac.

No longer afraid; I feel my wolf-teeth
showing.

No longer the beaten path, for heav-
en’s sake, bushes tempt me

i the open field.

[{ my eyes flash, the crows flap their
wings with contempt.

Not even houses, sidewalks or turn-
nikes,
insatiable breasts reaching up after the
SNOW.

i won’t get lost, the winds point the
_-.:n;ll.
\Minc is on the other side.

Zlotko Tomici¢, R. Stiglic and Slovko Mihali¢ (

1948)

No longer the question of time.

My doubled steps advance more
quickly.

How prettily the lantern of my wolf-
eve grins.

Hunters, already tonight I'll arrive
To the meadow that ate the tracks of
the betrayer,

Slavko Mihali¢ in the sixties

Calling to my mighty self in heaven,
Alone, for such is the victory.

(Alone, jor such is the viciory]
(Sam, jer takva je pobjeda. Seasons,
1961

19€1-1968

Because of the ncessant changes in
Lykos. which changed its “nationalist”
€GITOTS and SIOpPPCd Printing poetry.
Mihalié, overnight, at the nvitation of
Mirko Bozi¢, the editor of the new
cultural weekly Telegiain, became tech-
nical editor and later editor.

Since the editorial board was situated
in the premises of the Writers Associa-
tion, Mihali¢ was now here more en-
gaged as a professional writer (the bu-
reaucracy had thought up the ironical
name of “free artist”). In 1964 he was
elected secretary of the Association,
while Dragutin Tadijanovi¢ became its
president. The same year, at the con-
gress of the Federation of Writers of
Yugoslavia in Titograd it was infor-
mally thought that the president and
the chief secretary of the Federation
would be Mesa Selimovi¢ and Mladen
Oljaéa, but writers were less than obe-

9
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Mihali¢ receives a prize for his collection of poem

time, Veceslav Holjevac

dient and wanted to a secret vote. At
the end of considerable arguments, two
people stood for president: Mihajlo
Lali¢ and Mesa Selimovi¢, and three
for secretary: Slavko Mihali¢ (to his
disdainful surprise), Mladen Ojaca and
Sasa Petrov.

Selimovi¢ and Mihali¢ were elected, an
act that Oljaca interpreted as being
directed against the Serbian Writers
Association, of which he was secretary,
and he announced that the Federation
would be obstructed. Mihali¢ had
gained the votes of the Croats and
modernists in general. Brana Crn¢evi¢
had threatened him in Titograd:
“Don’t forget that there is still night
in Belgrade.” Croatian writers were

worried (Mirko Bozi¢, Miroslav
Krleza, Marijan Matkovié, Ervin
Sinko) and suggested that Mihali¢
should give up (Krleza telling him “The
Serbs will put one over one you”, to
which Mihali¢ replied: “You don’t
know me”). Serb obstruction came in
handy, as was shown at Bled in 1964/
65, because without them it was much
casier to decide on a charter for the
Federation of Writers of Yugoslavia.
Later on, it was the Serbs who were to
bring it to dissolution, as they were the
state of Yugoslavia itself.

In the archives of the Federation
Mihali¢ discovered that money had
been obtained to start a magazine in
foreign languages, and since his pred-

s The Seasons. In this piciure, he is with the mayor of Zagreb of the

ecessor had done nothing, Mihali¢
started the first number of the review
The Bridge (Most), which came out in
1966 for the first time in Belgrade,
while the second number, for April and
June, appeared in Zagreb, -where
Mihali¢ came back to, to his family
which had not seen Belgrade.

In 1964 a collection of poems was
published by Zora of Zagreb: Ljubav
za stvarnu zemlju (Love for areal land),
but because of great floods in Zagreb
the proofs floated away and the col-
lection came out with a mass of errors.
A year later Bagdala (which printed
Gotovac, Vesna Krmpotic, Slamnig,
Slavicek and Soljan) published the col-
lection Persecuted ballad, called after
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Slavko Mihali¢ and Nedieliko Fabrio (1971)

the poem that was most read; it was
written about by many.

for my father and mother

It happened suddenly

Out of the blue, a south wind was in
the air

And autumn seemed like spring

It happened with the sun’s smile on
our lips

That man, with shoulders like moun-
tains

With a swirl of wisdom in his eyes
With hands heavy as thunder

A blow from his fist wouldn’t pass
unheard

That man on that strange day

] say: a girl unbuttoned her blouse
(Looked through her window instead
of into her mirror)

| say: on the shore a willow bore cat-
kins

He gave tongue from out of the depths
Each and every cloud was scattered
He sang with so tuneful a voice

The street went numb (as if it slipped
out of its dress)

At first from shame
Then from great joy

An orange-seller flung wide the doors
of his shop

And it still wasn’t enough for him
And it still wasn’t enough for him
Just a little more

And he wrote above the door
Take what belongs to you

But after the night which followed

After the minutes which came in dark
sults

After the seconds with top hats and
bamboo canes

The accursed north wind blew

The girl buttoned up her blouse

The catkins fell from the willow

The shopkeeper went back to his cus-
tomers

It began in the suburbs

And the man who was singing
Reduced to the size of a microbe
And subjected to immobility
Was exiled

Someone had to pay for it all
(Exiled Ballad)

In 1966 Matica hrvatska published
Mihali¢’s Selected Poems in a rather
strange cover, which had actually been
prepared for an earlier Mihali¢ title,
Decision at Noon, which had been
given up. In 1967 the book received
the Matica hrvatska prize.

The Znanje publishing company asked
Mihali¢, Josip Pupati¢ and Antun
Soljan to compile an anthology of
Croatian 20 century poetry. Meeting

At the funeral of Bronko Milikovi¢ (Pupati¢, Mihali¢, Milicevi¢, Veret, Soljon)
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Slavko Mihali¢ and Dragutin Tadijonovi¢ in the seventies

in Zagreb and Rovinj, bringing in the
occasional “unwanted” name (Wies-
ner, Vida), and choosing their own fa-
vourite pocts, they made an anthology
that came out m 1966, In the same
vear, Prosveta of Belgrade printed
Mihahi¢'s book Lake (a poem cvele and
the poem Jezeroflake. carlier printed
m Razlog in Zagreh, while Gane
Todorovski translated it into Macedo-
man and had it printed in Skoplje).
On returning to Zagreb Mihalié went
on working in Telegram, and, while
chief ceditor of The Bridge, gathered
together a group of translators who
translated Croatian literature into
some of the world’s major languages.
Thanks to the translator Janine Matil-
lon-Lasi¢, a series of books entitled
Poesie croate contemporaine came out,
including titles by Simié, Cesarié,
Tadijanovi¢, Horvati¢, Mihali¢,
Kastelan, Slamnig, Zidi¢, Soljan,
Ujevi¢, Parun, Milicevi¢, Kranjcevié
and Dizdar.

In 1966 Slavko Mihali¢ was once again
elected secretary of the Writers Asso-
ciation, with Vlatko Pavleti¢ as presi-
dent. The next year, Mihali¢ started off
Zagreb Literary Talks.

Dramatic events began on April 9,
1968, when an amendment to the draft
of the federal law relating to language

was proposed in Matica hrvatska
(Ljudevit Jonke). All were agreed in
wanting to call their language by its
own name. A commission was ap-
pointed that included Mihali¢, as sec-
retary, as well as Dalibor Brozovié,
Radoslav Kati¢i¢, Tomislav Ladan,
Slavko Pavesi¢ and Miroslav Brandt.
They at once wrote their first text. The
final proposal to the amendment
reached the Association on Monday,

Pupaci¢, Mihali¢, Gotovac

March 13, 1938, and on the 15% the
Declaration about the Name and Posi-
tion of the Croatian Literary Language
was voted for and passed unanimously.
A day later Mihali¢ called the editor
of Telegram, Mirko Bosnjak, about the
Plenum and suggested that he included
the text of the Declaration in the
number of the paper that he was just
preparing the lay-out for. When he
unwillingly agreed, Mihali¢ gave the
text to the duty editor, Zvonimir
Golob, who hurried off to the print-
ers. Mihali¢ called the chief of the
printing works at Vjesntk and said:
“This time, please do not criticise me
for lateness and changes. This is a his-
toric moment for the Croatian peo-
ple.”

Soon after, the editor of Telegram was
sacked, and Mihalié, who had to re-
sign from the editorial board, tried to
bring his friends into the Association,
without success, however, since the
Croatian Spring was on the way.

1968-1975

Mihali¢ was still nevertheless working
in The Bridge, which now came out
every other month and printed, for
example, anthologies of Croatian po-
etry in German (1969) and English
(1970), over 500 pages of contempo-

12
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rary Croatian prose in two volumes
(1970-1971), edited by Ivan Kusan and
Slavko Mihali¢, with the help of the
well known French publisher Pierre
Seghers. They also published an an-
thology of the whole of Croatian po-
ctry in French (this project was sup-
ported, via the Ministry of Culture, by
Mika Tripalo).

In 1969, a new collection of Mihali¢’s
poems, Last Supper, came out from
Matica hrvatska, Zagreb; this bore
traces of his periods in Split, Prague
and Zurich. In 1970 the book won
Mihali¢’s second City of Zagreb prize.
In the same year Mihali¢ worked with
the Slovene poet, and a friend of his,
Edvard Kocbek, who was one of the
people on the Slovene black list.
Kocbek translated Slavko’s verses into
Slovene (Prostor in éas), while Mihali¢
put his Strava into Croatian.

In 1970 Slavko Mihali¢ was once again
clected secretary of the Croatian Writ-
crs Association, and then the main sec-
retary of the Federation.

in 1972 the French publisher Seghers,
after a long period of preparation,
printed La poesie croate, des originesa
nos jours. Among the seventy poets
represented was Vlado Gotovac, by
now already in jail. ]
During 1972 Mihali¢ was forced to
leave not only the management of the
Association, but The Bridge and Zagreb
Literary Talks as well. Once again he
was on the streets, jobless and pro-
scribed; however, the government let
him sub-edit Vjesnik fiction specials —
.rime, love and western novels.

in 1972 Mihali¢’s collection The Gar-
den of Black Apples appeared in Razlog
(cdited by Milan Miri¢ and Ante
\tamad), showing clear signs of the
mhuman time. “If 1 were to write in
nrose what you do in poetry, 1 would
end up in jail,” said Petar Segedin to
Mihali¢.

in 1973 an anthology of New Croatian
Poetry came out in Skoplje, edited by
(;ane Todorovski and Slavko Mihali¢,

without, however, five poems by Vlado -

(otovac and two by Zlatko Tomi&ic.
It was explained that both poets had
been sentenced to long prison terms

and loss of their civic rights. Mihali¢
was asked nothing, while the book was
mainly ignored in Macedonia.
Mihali¢ devoted himself to painting his
surrealist and expressionist vision (es-
pecially in marker pens) in the hope
of making a bit of money.

Zagreb’s Skolska knjiga ordered an
Anthology of Slovene Poetry from
Mihali¢ and Ciril Zlobec. It came out
in 1974 with a print order of 10,000
copies. Mihali¢ himself translated over
3,000 lines. Two more editions were
to come out, each one considerably
augmented. In the same year a
Mihali¢’s Last Supper came out in
Slovene in Ljubljana, translated by
Vena Taufer and with an afterword by
Antun Soljan. At the same time
Mihali¢’s poems came out in Trieste
as well, in both Croatian and Slovene
(translations by Ciril Zlobec). Later,
some of these poems were to appear

in Zagreb’s Forum, and Mihali¢ was g
to be saved by them having been

printed earlier in Italy.

In 1975 Mihali¢’s Anthology of B

Croatian poetry printed in ex-Yugosla-
via outside Croatia to include old
Croatian poets whom the Serbs were
insistent on trying to appropriate for
their own culture (probably in order
to be able to get hold of the Croatian
coast).

1975-1982

In spite of the Zagreb party bosses who
were following every move Mihali¢
made and attempting to stop him
working, in Slovenia as well, the
Slovenes awarded him Zupaniiceva

Croatian Poetry was printed by the 3

Cankar Foundation in Slovenia, with [

poets from the very earliest to contem-

poraries. Mihali¢ provided a foreword, &8

and the best Slovene translators were T

engaged, with Ciril Zlobec at their

head. This was the first anthology of

Mihali¢, Novak, Sol]cn
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rary Croatian prose in two volumes
£1970-1971), edited by Ivan Kusan and
“livko Mihali¢, with the help of the
«cll known French publisher Pierre
serhers. They also published an an-
tiolopy of the whole of Croatian po-
city o rench (this project was sup-
purted. via the Ministry of Culture, by
Mika Tripalo).

In 1969, a new collection of Mihali¢’s
pocts. Last Supper, came out from
Natea hrvatska, Zagreb; this bore
aces of his periods in Split, Prague
and Zarich. In 1970 the book won
Mihalic’s second City of Zagreb prize.
i the same year Mihali¢ worked with
the Slovene poet, and a friend of his,
| dvard Kocbek, who was one of the
neople on the Slovene black list.
Kochek translated Slavko’s verses into
Wovene (Prostor in ¢as), while Mihalié
put his Strava into Croatian.

In 1970 Slavko Mihali¢ was once again
clected secretary of the Croatian Writ-
15 Association, and then the main sec-
retary of the Federation.

{1 1972 the French publisher Seghers,
atier a long period of preparation,
printed La poeste croate, des origines a
nos jours. Among the seventy poets
represented was Vlado Gotovac, by
now already in jail. .
During 1972 Mihali¢ was forced to
jcave not only the management of the
Association, but The Bridge and Zagreb
Iiterary Talks as well. Once again he
was on the streets, jobless and pro-
«cribed; however, the government let
him sub-edit Viesnik fiction specials —
. rime. love and western novels.

In 1972 Mihali¢’s collection The Gar-
den of Black Apples appeared in Razlog
(cdited by Milan Miri¢ and Ante
Stamad), showing clear signs of the
inhuman time. “If 1 were to write In
prose what you do in poetry, I would
end up in jail,” said Petar Segedin to
Mihalié.

1n 1973 an anthology of New Croatian
Poetry came out in Skoplje, edited by
(,ane Todorovski and Slavko Mihali¢,
without, however, five poems by Vlado
(yotovac and two by Zlatko Tomici¢.
It was explained that both poets had
been sentenced to long prison terms

and loss of their civic rights. Mihali¢
was asked nothing, while the book was
mainly ignored in Macedonia.
Mihali¢ devoted himself to painting his
surrealist and expressionist vision (es-
pecially in marker pens) in the hope
of making a bit of money.

Zagreb’s Skolska knjiga ordered an
Anthology of Slovene Poetry from
Mihali¢ and Ciril Zlobec. It came out
in 1974 with a print order of 10,000
copies. Mihali¢ himself translated over
3,000 lines. Two more editions were
to come out, each one considerably
augmented. In the same year a
Mihali¢’s Last Supper came out In
Slovene in Ljubljana, translated by
Vena Taufer and with an afterword by
Antun Soljan. At the same time
Mihali¢’s poems came out in Trieste
as well, in both Croatan and Slovene
(translations by Ciril Zlobec). Later,
some of these poems were to appear
in Zagreb’s Forum, and Mihali¢ was
to be saved by them having been
printed earlier in ltaly.

In 1975 Mihali¢’s Anthology of
Croatian Poetry was printed by the
Cankar Foundation in Slovenia, with
poets from the very earliest to contem-
poraries. Mihali¢ provided a foreword,
and the best Slovene translators were
engaged, with Ciril Zlobec at their
head. This was the first anthology of

Mihali¢, Novak, Solion

Croatian poetry printed in ex-Yugosla-
via outside Croatia to include old
Croatian poets whom the Serbs were
insistent on trying to appropriate for
their own culture (probably in order
10 be able to get hold of the Croatian
coast).

1975-1982

In spite of the Zagreb party bosses who
were following every move Mihali¢
made and attempting to stop him
working, in Slovenia as well, the
Slovenes awarded him Zupanciceva
listina, and Zagreb’s Skolska knjiga
printed his Petrica Kerempuh (in old
and new stories), a book which won
the Ivana Brli¢é Mazurani¢ Prize. The
responsible people in Skolska knjiga
were then punished by the party
bosses.

In 1977 the Zagreb firm Znanje pub-
lished a collection of poems (his own
favourite) Trap for Memories, with a
vehemently favourable review by
Milivoj Solar.

Master, blow out the candle, somber
days are coming.

Better count the stars at night, sigh for
lost youth.

Your disobedient words might bite
through the leash.
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Plant onions in your garden, chop
wo0d, clean out the attic. |

1t’s better that no one sees your eyes
full of wonder.

That’s how your craft is: there’s noth-
ing you can pass over

in silence.

If you can’t stand some night again pick
up the pen.

Master, be sensible, don’t bother with
prophesy.

Try to write the names of the stars in-
stead.

The times are seious, nothing is for-
given to anyone.

Only clowns know the way you might
pull through:

They cry when they feel like laughing
and laugh when cries

rip their faces.

(Master, blow out the candle)

As well as work for his pittance in
Viesnik, Mihali¢ also did part time
work for Nakladni zavod Matice
hrvatske (the Matica itself having been
banned in 1972), attending to techni-
cal matters, as well as sub-editing later
on, in the series called Five Centuries
of Croatian Literature.

In 1978 Mladinska knjiga of Ljubljana
printed a selection of four Croatian
poets: Kastelan, Parun, Mihali¢ and
Zidi¢. Mihali¢ was translated by Ciril
Zlobec.

In 1980 the Poles published a transla-
tion of his Dream in the Light, trans-
Jated and with an introduction by
Julian Kornhauser, a person com-
pletely unknown to Mihali¢. In the
same year Five Centuries of Croatian
Literature printed Mihali¢’s selected
poems as its 164™ volume. The poems
were selected by Vlatko Pavleti¢, who
also provided an introduction; Pavleti¢
himself was another one of the forbid-
den names of Croatian literatare. This

foreword became the first chapter of
Pavleti¢’s 250-page book about
Mihali¢’s poetry which had to wait for
seven years before being printed, was
at first pronounced uncommercial, and
then sold out ar once.

For years Mihali¢ was engaged in trans-
lations from contemporary Czech po-
etry, and together with a friend from
Prague, Dusan Karpatsky, went thro-
ugh the same problems of the dissident.
In 1981 Nakladni zavod Matice
hrvatske published Night with Ham-
let by Vladimir Holan, which Mihalié¢,
via Karpatsky, asked the author more
than a thousand questions to do with
the meaning, subtext, and the associa-
tons of individual verses.

In the same year Liber (Slavko
Goldstein, Milan Miri¢, Rade Radovi-
novi¢) published Mihali¢’s In Praise of
an Empty Pocket, which next year re-
ceived the Tin Ujevié Prize awarded by
the Writers Association. “Is my perse-
cution to be annulled?” wondered

14
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AMihali¢, but by communist Jogic the
Wiiters Association was a ghetto any-
way, and everything was quite anony-
mous, not coming to the eyes of the
public at all.

in 1982 Zagreb’s August Cesarec at last
published the bilingual Ciril Zlobec:
\lv Short Eternity, an author and
iriend Mihalié had spent vears trans-
ianng.

1982 -1990

In 1983 a surprise arrived from
Skoplje, a contract and a revision (full
of errors) of Mihali€’s forbidden po-
¢ms in Macedonian (translated by
Stefan Tanevski). The title of the col-
icction was Window onto Madness,
atter one of the poems.

in the same year, a collection called
Atlantis. Selected Poems 1953-1982
came out in the USA. The book was
iranslated by people unknown to
Mihali¢, Charles Simic and Peter

Kastmiler, and published by Greenfield

Chapbook 61. Numbers of Mihali¢’s
poems were translated into English and
published in various reviews and pa-
pers.

Mihali¢ mostly published his poems in
Zagreb in the magazine Forum, thanks,
as he says himself, to the secretary Ivan

Krolo and editor Marijan Matkovic.
Krolo supported and encouraged
Mihali¢, demanding that he bring him
poems. Forum also published Mihali¢’s
television play Testament of Orpheus

With Dane Zaijc in Minich

(1973) which Bozena Novak translated
into Polish and printed in the Warsaw
journal Scena. Thanks to the editor and
secretary of Forum, in 1983 Mihali¢
became a member of the Academy of

Science and Art, as an associate fellow.
His membership had to be defended
by Marijan Matkovi¢, who said to the
poet himself that he had “wanted to
save at least someone like Mihali¢”. It
was only in 1990 that he became a full
member of the Academy.

In 1985, Mihali¢’s Petrica Kerempuh
came out in Trieste, translated by the
Slovene poet Marko Kravos. At the
same time, Naprijed of Zagreb pub-
lished his book Quiet bonfires, which
won the Zmaj prize (thanks to Danijel
Dragojevi¢) and then the Miroslav
Krleza Fund prize (1987). This bitter
and defiant book was quickly sold out,
but Mihali¢ would not agree to a sec-
ond edition, because in 1987 he had a
new book ready to come out with
Naprijed: Sidestep.

In the same year a Mihali¢ book came
out in Hungarian, the work of 12
translators: Atlanticz, Valogatott
versek. The Voyvodinians had invited
Mihali¢ to the annual book exhibition
in Budapest, and he accepted. Later
he heard that his book had been pub-
lished in Budapest. In 1988 he was

published in Priitina too (selection,
translation and afterword by Hasan
Mekuli). .

In the same year Naprijed of Zagreb
printed Selected Poems, carefully cho-
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sen by Antun Soljan. Soljan’s afterword
roused the wrath of the putschists (it
had been published in a shortened ver-
sion earlier in Forum, in 1974). Only
the great reputation of Matkovic, be-
hind whom stood Krleza, saved Forum
from being banned.

In 1989 Mihali¢ was visited in Zagreb
by two Canadian poets, Barry Callahan
and Greg Gatenby, bringing an invita-
tion to a world poetry festival in To-
ronto. and an inviration to publish a
book in English. The book Black Ap-
ples, Selected poems 1954-1987 came
out in English and Croatian. Mihali¢
was a guest at the festival together with
his son Tomislav, a professional trans-
lator. With his relative Herman
Mihalich he travelled to Monassen
near Pittsburgh where Mihali¢ read his
poems at Westmoreland College.
Very early on Mihali¢’s poems were
translated into Italian too. Mihali¢ read
his poems in Italian in Apulia, Rome,
Florence, Trieste. Most of the poems
were translated by Marina Lipovac-
Gatti, a professor at Milan, born in
Zagreb, who had published a number
of critical articles in ITtaly about
Mihali¢. In 1990 Kri¢anska sada$njost
of Zagreb and the Milan publishing
company Jaca Book together printed
the book Un passo fuori | Sidestep.
Klaus Detlef Olof, a university profes-
sor from Klagenfurt, translated
Mihali¢’s poems into German. He
worked slowly, one verse at a time, and
years passed before the book Stille
Scheiterhaufen (Quiet Bonfires) came
out in Austria in 1990 (Wieser Verlag).
After Mihali¢ had made numbers of
appearances in Austria and Germany,
the same book was printed three years
later in Munich, by Deutscher
Taschenbuch Verlag.

In 1990, Mihali¢ received the Goran
Wreath, and to mark the occasion
Mladinska knjiga (Slovenia) offered to
publish his books. Thus Investigating
Silence came out; this was actually
composed of two collections: Mozart’s
Magic Coachand the Anthology of 100
Poems.

In the same year, Mihali¢ became presi-
dent of the Goran Spring, and did his

Mihali¢ and Tadijanovi¢ ot the annual general meeting of the ACW, May 1996

best to make up for old injustices. From
then on the Goran Wreath was received
by Ivan Slamnig, Danijel Dragojevicé,
Antun Soljan, Anka Zagar, Luko
Paljetak and Nikica Petrak.

1990-1997

In 1991, Jon Milos, Romanian by ori-
gin, French by education and Swedish
by virtue of place of residence, trans-
lated Mihali¢’s poems into Swedish,
under the title of Fornuftets ruiner,
published by Brutus Ostlings Bok-
forlag, Symposium AB, Stockholm/
Stehag.

Appalled by the hatred of the Serbian
soldiery and its wish to destroy any-
thing Croatian, during the period from
July to Christmas 1991 Mihali¢ wrote
several poems that were at once pub-
lished in the papers (Plane killers, For
the Defence of Karlovac, The Depor-
tation of Ilok, Christmas 1991, The
Muses in the Shelter) and that bore tes-
timony to the awful truth of the war
that had been forced upon us.

In the next years Mihali¢ wrote not
now for the daily press but because of
the rebellion of his own body and soul
against the pressures from Serbia
which were destroying evervihing tha
was human. free and spontancous,
This was behind the hook ol prose

poems The Seductive Woods, printed
in 1992 by Naklada MD, which re-
ceived the annual Nazor Prize a year
later.

The rain is going up and down the is-
land, it stops now and then. It waters
in vineyard thoroughly, then it walks
to the sea, makes circles for a long time,
then it returns and spinkles the sheep.
It creeps in somewhere, into an aban-
doned shepherd’s shelter, sleeps for a
few minutes and runs down the
bumpty road, raises the dust.
Nobody is complaining to her. Not
even a fisherman who is sitting in a
boat in the middle of the bay. He is
not raising his eyes, but he is asking:
— Would you like a fish? She, the girl,
rain, feels ashamed and flies off into
the olive-grove. Pale as she is, but al-
ready with the signs of womanhood,
she is trying to climb an old tree and
then she gets sad. She is sorry that the
olives are so lonely.

She unhappily goes on to the village,
she has just become angry with care-
less people and she stops falling com-
pletely. Not a drop remains.

sehind a cloud the sun appears, also
wet.

The whole island starts smelling hard.

16
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A Veluet Woman came out in 1993, a
worl that had been partially written
the war, partially during the
w.r ootally heralding a new search.
i 11 ame vear Erasmus, the pub-
sones ottered to publish a book of
oone i bnghsh, Mihalié wrote to
i 1natd Johnson, teacher and transla-
ren whir soon sent him a revised col-
. uon ot pocetic translations of Or-
,rani of Black Apples, which was pub-
fnedd 1994 including a foreword
I Ante Stamad.

in 1994 the renewed Matica hrvatska
wn hatlovac offered Mihali¢ the publi-
cation of a book of poems, after so
manv vears in which Karlovac had
been practically a forbidden city for
Mihalic. The beautiful edition of the
Karlovac Diptych (printed in 500 cop-
w1t disappeared at once) is composed
of poems that were published in his
cInldhood and related to Karlovac, the
we ond part being completely new.

In 1996 two sets of plans overlapped.
The current editor of The Bridge
Inazen Katunari¢ wanted to publish a
collection of Mihali¢’s poems in Ger-
man. while at the very same time Mate
jvandié, Mihali¢’s Viennese friend, sent
a4 German translation of The Seductive
Woods — Der verfubrerische Wald.

In the same year, Skolska knjiga of
Zagreb issued a selection of Mihali¢’s
works, The Approach of the Storm,
with a foreword by Ante Stama¢, and
an afterword: a biographical account
by the poet himself, and a selection of
cnitical reviews by fifteen Croatian lit-
crarv critics about the poetry of Slavko
AMihalié.

in 1997 Mihali¢ received the Vladimir
Nazor Life’s Work award. Today Mi-
hali¢ is part of the school curriculum,
more has been written about him than
he has written himself (more than 700
poems), three whole books being writ-
1en about his creative work (by Vlatko
Pavleti¢, Ante Stamac and Tea Bencic).
Mihali¢ shows his editorial skills to-
day in Forum, the literary monthly of
the Croatian Academy of Sciences and
Arts. He is often to be found in the
Writers Association premises, always
engaged in lively conversation about
literature, around literature, behind
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Slovko Mihali¢ ond Tea Benci¢

literature, carrying on persistent and
healthy polemics with writers, paint-
ers, free and engaged artists. In these
early days of autumn as 1 write this,
Mihali¢ is receiving the Tall Yellow
Corn prize in Slavonia, getting his
Collected Works ready, preparing for
a trip to Germany for evenings of his
poetry, taking care of a new number
of Forum.

It is not necessary to mention that
Mihali¢ is still writing, and that about
Christmas 1997 we shall read a new
collection of poems, Pandora’s Box,
published by Matica hrvatska. Every
new book of Slavko Mihali¢’s poems
is really in some way new. Because
being different is his secret weapon,
not only different from other people,

In the editorial office of Forum

but different from himself.

What is the world? Five or
six letters, of course.
What is the world? As soon
as you see it,

it shrinks, winds around
the bitter questions,

it gets green. But steel, it is
not even a fish. It gets yel-
low.

The world is a sack full of
cats.

When you untie it, it is empty.

From the depth there dive out flights
of lightning-bugs.

So, what is the world? Do not worry,
it will come now,
on its way it has not reached itself yet.

(Flocks of lightning-bugs)

We shall stop here with the story of
his life, but only for a moment. Be-
cause everything that follows, from the
selection of poems, reviews and criti-
cal essays, photographs, is actually con-
tinuation of the same thing: a chro-
nology of the truth of the life of art, to
which there is no end.

Translated by Graham McMaster




