The poetical work of a poet — just like
the biography of a man — often seems
in retrospective to consist only of ex-
ceptional moments in which, in the
plare of inspiration, there seems to
have been a crystallisation of his expe-
rience and art. We are abetted in this
idea of ours by both selective memory
— if we have followed the poet’s work
as contemporaries — and our later lim-
ned investigation of the texts. But the
noetic work of a genuine poet is much
more than this: it is really the spiritual
hiography of the person, and the mani-
1est ontogenesis of his talent. Although
the poet should always be valued only
by his greatest successes (the rest, as
Pound said, being journeyman stuff),
interrogation of the works always con-
stitutes a precious testimony about
how and at what price these marvel-
lous ultimate syntheses were actually
arrived at: in review it reveals his
sources, the case history of his
waverings and diversions, it is, to put
1 picturesquely, a series of testimonies
in the most difficult of all schools, but
the only one for the poet, the school
of selfhood.

1 there is but one contemporary poet
whom the widest circle of readers
should constantly keep an eye on, and
mvestigate, it is Slavko Mihali¢. This
is not because all of his poems are suc-
cessful, nor because he has such a great
number of anthology pieces (although
this is true of Mihali¢ to such an ex-
tent that someone once remarked that
he was “going to be a problem to fu-
1ure compilers of anthologies”) —
rather, above all, because his work,
irom poem to poem, from collection
10 collection, shows the concentration,
discipline and persistence of a talent
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that has from the beginning worked
on itself, persistently and unsparingly,
with the system of a gold miner.
Mihali¢ is a seeker, but not a seeker
after happiness, not an adventurer hun-
gry for newer and different paths and
incidental sensations (of the kind our
hungry era teems with), rather a geog-
rapher, in a constant clearing, draw-
ing in and definition of his route.

In his poetry there really are not many
adventures in form (“the greatest ad-
venture is a flower in a glass of wa-
ter”), nor are there many byroads, it is
as if there were, on a road mapped out
in advance, just harder or lighter ob-
stacles that have to be overcome,
shorter or longer breathing spaces be-
fore a step further is taken. But the
obstacles themselves, the tiredness of
the traveller and despondent questions
about the purpose of the journey, and
all the byroads, looked at retrospec-
tively, seem to have been built into the
advance towards the target. We can say
quite confidently that here it really is
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a matter of advancing, that there is a
clear ripening going on before our eyes
and that, which can be said of few
poets, the writer’s most recent poems
are also his best.

The second special reason for con-
stantly checking out Mihali¢’s poems
lies in the very nature of his talent. His
poems, perhaps precisely because they
are chapters of a personal spiritual bi-
ography, are in a particular and very
close way tied to our times, and just as
they tell us about the poet, unmasking
him, so do they describe and unmask
the times, of which he is actually the
most paradigmatic poet. Mihali¢’s po-
etry is far from modernist cocoons of
solipsism, and equally far from the sen-
timental outpourings or ideological
didacticism of the extrovert; init there
is always a complete man, a man with
his own everyday, actual, temporal di-
mension. If poetry is something like
“total experience” then Mihali¢’s po-
etry, in its composed connectedness
(and Mihali¢ is a composed poet), is
the most approximate illustration of
this. This poetry is so much linked with
the times that if it were decoded we
could call it a chronicle — something
like the private writings of those
chroniclers who are later more essen-
tial for the understanding of a given
period than any historical reconstruc-
tion.

Anyone who later wants to find out
the real truth about this time or to
write, for whatever reason, its real his-
tory, will not be able to find a more
accurate testimony than in poetry. This
is nothing new; in history, truth has
many a time gone to ground in poetry.
Two characteristics of the present times
make this maxim particularly relevant.




Recent experience of totalitarian pres-
sures on the sphere of public life, which
reach to ever deeper points in the pri-
vate sphere, is built into the founda-
tions of contemporaneity. The mass
media, becoming ever more mass-ori-
ented, are being turned into tools of
authoritarianism and conformity, and
resistance to reality has to withdraw
into ever more confined discipline re-
serves. Poetry is reduced to an elitist
discipline; while itisin its reserve, it is
allowed a certain freedom. Poetry is
thus one of the last hiding places of
freedom or, to put it a bit more opti-
mistically, temporary refuges of truth.
Another characteristic of our time is
that human speech is going off into
ever greater abstraction: we handle
fewer and fewer things, more and more
symbols and systems — a hypertrophy
of the Cartesian scheme of things has
led us to total loss of connection with
the concrete world. Drawn thus into
the network of abstract structures, into
the oakum of meta-language, into the
endless regressions of the new logics,
we have ultimately to be reminded by
one scientist that “every cognitive act
has in the end to be based on natural
language, because only in this way can
we be sure that we are touching real-
ity”. Poetry has today become the only
last remaining authentic field of natu-
ral human speech, the only free me-
dium for total, more complex, human
truth.

The criterion of this kind of truthful-
ness is the ultimate testing point of a
poetry — the only one that guarantees
it worth. We ourselves are the only
judges of this truthfulness; our identi-
fication with its speech is the only pos-
sible confirmation. In my eyes
Mihali¢’s poetry passes this truth test
as if the exam questions had actually
been designed for it. While 1 read it, it
seems to me that } can see my own
story in it, as if from the hands of the
same Designer. And this is how I have
always read it, not as an observer from
the side, but as if it were about me.
Just as I measure it by myself, so 1 have
always used it to measure myself. Its
worth and validity are not for me a
question of a simple aesthetic judge-
ment, but a question that is both per-
sonal and essential. I am thus inclined

to believe that without this kind of
reading, the poetry can not be prop-
erly understood. And when, from my
own standpoint in the time, I compare
Mihali¢’s poetry with the poetry of
earlier times, 1 cannot help saying: in
the period of my modest life, Mihali¢’s
verses are the point at which Croatian
poetry comes closest to greatness.

All this in no way means that Mihali¢’s
poetry can or may be reduced to mere
historical commentary — if it were
only this, of course, it would not be
even this. But it has to be insisted on
that it should be read in its right con-
text, because it itself specifically re-
quires this kind of reading. It really
participates, ardently and vitally, in this
context; without it, it might seem to
someone to be a merely discretionary
kind of game with modernist
commonplaces — with existential pes-
simism or the philosophy of the ab-
surd . as it was sometimes too facilely
understood by its earliest critics.

The genealogy of Mihali¢’s poetry is,
on the world stage, the genealogy of
romanticism. In order to indicate his
place on this genealogical tree, one has
to avoid all kinds of aestheticism,
mandarinism or flight into abstraction,
and start from Matthew Arnold’s for-
mulation about Wordsworth, whose
poetry is at base a “criticism of life”.
Mihali¢’s poetry is a marked example
of a frustrated poetic polemics with
reality that begins with Shelley’s “un-
acknowledged legislators of the
world”. Mihali¢ found this context of
ideas, enhanced with personal and col-
lective post-war experience, mainly
through the intermediary of Croatian
poetry of the inter-war period with
which, after the interval of the war, he
sought a natural continuity.

Mihali¢’s connection with the context
of actuality is so strong and so crucial
that he is perhaps one of those poets
whose biography always has to be kept
in mind, notes about the occasion be-
hind individual poems not being su-
perfluous. There are confirmations of
this in many places in his oeuvre —
although he is not a poeta doctus,
Mihali¢ is also no wild talent — this is
a poet who is pronouncedly aware and
articulated where the history of his life
and poetry is concerned. From the very

beginning of his work he has been
aware of the “forcefulness of the day”
and asked himself rhetorically whether
to accept it, with full awareness that
there is actually no choice. He awaits
actuality with all the weight of his ro-
mantic disillusionment, ready for the
inevitable defeat: “like this I wait for
when it broken stops”. But in spite of
this, he surrenders to the day for the
sake of the ideal of participation and
is prepared to serve it: “It does not
break this terror full of inspiration, for
itis now...”

In several places Mihali¢ has com-
pletely openly declared his aware and
programmatic connection to his own
actuality:

I am placed whole in the oven of the
present
almost by my own will.

This almost shows the complexity of
the umbilical connection of his poetry
writing with actuality. He does not
only accept his insertion, emplacement
in his translation, he also, though it
must be said with unease, submits to
it. In part he feels violently inserted,
partly he does it of his own free will,
with, ] would almost say, a certain
“nervous enthusiasm”. Other critics
who of course have not missed the spe-
cific relation between his poetry and
his life story have observed that
Mihali€’s verses “are realised from the
experience of direct historical reality”
and have called this love-hate relation-
ship with reality “a capricious friend-
ship with the most unfriendly situa-
tions”.

We can find confirmation of the his-
torical dimension of his poetry writ-
ing not only everywhere in his verses,
but also in the poet’s direct statements.
In a conversation in the paper Telegram
of almost twenty years ago, talking
about his apprenticeship to “beauty
and wisdom”, Mihali¢ said: “until one
day, when I was composed enough, 1
asked about our fate that imposed ever
more ruthless demands, and took less
and less care about me” — defining
this composed day as the beginning of
his poetry writing. He discovered po-
etry as a “form of opposition”. “It is
ridiculous when we recall how ordi-
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o+ this sounds today,” Mihali¢ went
. recalling the trials of poetry in the
-1 difficult periods and the breath-
- «paces in its dialogue with reality,
« «ceing, however, any permanent
e, but: “Isn’t this just a reliable sign
i new, mysterious trials are await-
.+ us. Nor would I want them to pass
e by L7
- ur history, recreated and reified in
“1ihali€’s poetry, does not of course
..1ve to coincide with the temporal ei-
“ner in sequence or in detajl —itis a
setry that is like a kaleidoscope of
wir biographies, in which the ripen-
my and falling of our own fates are
anngled. Our history is, we might say,
~nchronically present in Mihali¢’s
work. It is up to us, as readers, and
not to the order of his poems or col-
i-ctions, to co-date it.
it would not perhaps be possible to find
+ better or more accurate motto for
this than Mihali€’s poem Jos¢ malo
neka smo. We quote it in its entirety:

We dug up the graves, all silted up
With centuries of vilest self-conceit
We didn’t leave a stone on stone

Of walls that should have kept us out

So now we tread the scattered world
in fragments, with no sense.of whole-
ness

Unless for this can serve a cry

That bursts out for an instant

Fear, more of ourselves than of others
We feel there’s someone larger rising
n us

Impossible for us to bear his eyes
that brook no obstacles

We dug graves up, now we should
build houses
Just a little longer, don’t hurry, Jet the
dance

play itself out

_ Just a little longer, let us be bird, snake

and
flower (on some far distant
field)

Just a little longer an ingenuous dream

History begins in the undermined and
dissipated world, which we ourselves,
or someone greater in us, have created,
in front of which we stand in the quasi-

divine dilemma of creators of our own
future. It is significant, this collectivist
we: it doesn’t allow either poet or man
to be extracted from historical happen-
ings or historical responsibility. This,
it seems to us, is a key place for
Mihali¢: he lives and falls with the peo-
ple of his age — any distancing of him-
se)f towards “others” is foreign to him
— knowing that there is no other age
but his own.

Of course, in this poetry we will be
able to find acceptance and welcom-
ing of revolution, belief in the possi-
bility of an Umwertung, even enthusi-
asm, here only slightly tempered by
warning, there tinged with an anxiety
that is to become ever stronger with
time. Mihali¢’s poetry shares this fer-
vid faith with the whole messianic
mainstream of European art of the re-
cent period. This utopian faith does not
divide the social and the artstic mean-
ing of rebellion, seeing them rather
built into the revolution — a hope that
the revolution will be a completely
human and an integrally artistic deed.
Jt will open up spaces in which the
humanist ideal will at last be able to
live and breathe. The poem quoted
could well be a hymn to the ongoing
revolution if in the second part we did
not clearly hear the voice of warning
and fear. This is fear of the incomplete-
ness of the rebellion, of its being too
rapidly ossified, before it manages to
give birth to the new out of the chaos.
Fear that it will all be over before we
grow to the magnitude of what we
have started off — that is, we can say,
fear of self.

In the last lines we can clearly sense
that the poet does not believe in the
permanence of the revolt which he had
wished for and by which he is now
caught up like a straw, like all the other
straws, but from the very beginning
actually predicts the loss of that “un-
directed dream” — of some kind of
absolutely open freedom of creation.
We get “conducted”, which should be
understood in two ways: both in-
formed {made aware) and directed into
the inevitable unhappy rut. Everyone
around the poet is hurrying into the
rut, and the inevitability, and the sense
of frustration, are contained in the very
act. Although the poet asks us to be

“flower” for a little longer, it is clear
to us that we are already not that. The
fruit are already delineated in the bud.
The black apples will soon be ripe.

Is this kind of writing implicit in the
last lines or has the reading of the po-
et’s oeuvre retroactively given us a
clear insight into its meaning? This
would be a difficult act of distinction,
nor is it necessary with a poet as inte-
grated and consistent as this. We will
find confirmation of this in his poems.
“Fear of self” still implicitly contains
a belief in the efficacy of revolt: it is
seen clearly, for example, in the poem
Spring without intention, where the
poet fears “for those who will” but he
does not advise them to return to the
“demolished shrines” and expresses
hope in the abilities of what is unin-
tentional and vital in this “revolution-
ary spring”, in the vital snowdrops
which “might grow tall”.

From this collective enthusiasm and
declared optimism, however tinged
with a restrained anxiety, Mihali¢ has
gone a long road, together with real-
ity. This is the road that we too, his
faithful readers, have also gone, or are
going. Mihali¢ is our knowledge of the
nature of the road. After many phases,
the black history book stops at the last
“shore... beyond which there is noth-
ing any more” without us having lived
out our time: “it is nothing but noon”.
The poem On the accursed shore was
written in 1969. We will quote its end.

Still it’s scarce noon.

For anyone who’s reached this shore
of shame, madness, deformity, repul-
sion,

the longer road to evening lies ahead.
Shall we go back and gather
scattered shells in which a fragment of
sweet

kernel was overlooked, or believing in
no kernel, yielding to fate’s absolute
evil

stay here on the accursed shore?

The question of whether the prophetic
dimension of Mihali¢’s sensibility has
been confirmed in reality, or whether
reality with its “classical answers” has
provoked such a sensibility, is merely
scholastic. While the prognoses of this
sensibility are becoming real, the ques-
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tion of “how to take part” is turned
into the question of “how most hon-
ourably to give up “. The gathering of
the scattered shells in which there has
remained a fragment of the sweet ker-
nel — which represents, among other
things, the remains of the old faith —
is only rhetorical. There is no longer
any of the “lovely cheat” of reality as
the poet called it at the beginning, not
even the “service of delusion” as he
calls it at the end.

These two points are landmarks of
Mihali¢’s poetic path in relation to re-
ality. Mihali€’s existential questions are
structured between them. For this rea-
son his moods are always in a state of
a kind of duality: between a hunger for
delusion and a contempt for all delu-
sions, between praise and hatred, be-
tween visionary promises and total
defeatism, between visions of shoot-
ings and greasy ropes on the one hand
and magic and miracles on the other,
between the exile of even the gener-
ous, and gifts, mainly poisoned. The
complex of these doubts will perhaps
seem to the superficial historian noth-
ing more than the commonplaces of a
modern sensibility — but their experi-
enced truthfulness gives them the
power of a convincing personal and
poetic document. .

We have already said that Mihali¢ does
not show any great range or develop-
ment of versification, that he deepens
more than he experiments. In a tech-
nical sense, the evolution of his expres-
sion is minimal. For this reason, his
maturation in the comprehension of
his own world is the more abvious; this
is a world that is for him always as
much there and as intimate as his own
room. As if from the very beginning
he had sensed it as his only task:

each of us before his birth

had a perfect picture of the world
The revolutionary spirit of the epoch
or the practical education in which he
grew up drove him sometimes into the
embrace of a faith that this inborn
image could be changed or at least
some contribution could be made to-
wards its being changed. Starting off
from devotion to this belief, the jour-
ney through his poetry shows an obvi-
ous advance: need it be said, via many

bitter stairways, downwards. On the
way the poet has resorted to many
charming deceits: from the wine of
resigned self-irony to “unworthy
loves”, but at each one of these mo-
ments he was too good a poet to be
able to surrender to the Circe of sav-
ing delusions. Does this development
of Mihali¢’s simply prove that, as he
himself is quick to say, heaven is al-
ways the same? That he has found out
the “indisputed unity of eternity”? This
kind of question would, of course, lead
us away from actuality, and Mihali€’s
poetry, however deep and rich its meta-
physical inferences, will not allow this.
Mihali¢’s thoughts about poetry and
poetry writing should also be looked
at in the light of the relationship with
reality. Mihali¢ frequently and happily
writes about his craft and the “fate of
the poet miracle-worker” but aimost
always this is the fate of a poet and the
craft in a given actuality. An eye
brought up on a naive romanticism or
perhaps on an extremely metaphysi-
cal and solipsistic reading matter can
easily decode the commonplaces in
Mihali¢’s frequent excursions about
poetry and fall into the error of ascrib-
ing to him a self-deceiving dream about
the vatic demiurge. However, Miha-
li¢’s thinking about poetry has gone
over the same path as the poetry 1t-
self: at the beginning it is genuinely a
naive belief in the dream, and the abil-
ity of the magician of words. The
dream was then for Mihali¢ a “wild
vegetation that made fun of the laws”
and his private birth pangs served “for
the beauty of one thing beyond it”.
With this search, in a world without a
god, for an outlet in the creative, itis
as if Mihali¢ is recapitulating one phase
of Romantic phylogeny. But hoping
that he can be “a satisfied creator”, a
happy ruler “in another kingdom”, at
the same time he sings of the tragedy
of this division, of the tragedy of giv-
ing up on reality. And holding the face
of his poetry constantly up to the mir-
ror of reality, he will not allow 1t to
fog it with its own breath, and quickly
comes to the conclusion that this was

the time of poets
who with tears in their eyes
darn the old socks

of poetry

and
the ume
when even poetry Is injustice

and the poet can only mourn that i

has let the world colonise you
and browse on you with relish.

For Mihali¢ poetry is something likc .
total metaphor for man’s existence i+
reality. if God is dead, perhaps therc -
not much else that could serve us as -
total metaphor. The fate of the poet i
the world is for Mihali¢ quite simpl:
the fate of mankind. That is perhap-
nothing particularly new. What is nex.
is that Mihali¢ identifies precisely o
historical fate with the fate of poetn
in time. He wants to bear witness to ::
specific variant of it in the context o!
our reality. In this he is not so mucl:
disappointed artist as helpless moral-
ist. This is a frustrated and disillusioned
Messianism, a recapitulation of the
general journey in the private spherc.
In Mihali€’s attitude towards poetry
there is one constant thematic thread
that shows the practical, realistic foun-
dation of the attitude. This is the themc
of human unusedness. It has its roots
in the devastated belief in total revo-
Jution and in the loss of illusions about
the ability of an integrated participa-
tion in the world.

And to be a petty spring, no one will
oppose

Since we’re here anyway, why not have
ago

Ever since Romanticism hope in an
organic participation in the legislation
of the world has been exposed inces-
santly to the same frustrations. This
ambition, in essence democratic, has
appeared to be the belief of an elite, a
caste, and the so-called post-industrial
society has completely rejected and
discouraged it, just as the World Revo-
Jution did as well. Mihali¢ expresses
this very clearly when he feels that he
is an alien in a fortress

I built with my own fingers
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11is countless variations on the theme
1 exile simply confirm this. He can
-metimes reutrn from exile (appar-
ntly, on the cloud of the imagination)
- ruler “in the Jand that had once ex-
sed him” but in reality 1t was possible
sworeturn only as in the poem | had to
-1 hack, as a man defeated by every-
dav life, return to food, a woman, the
~tlecred water-bottle of human society.
linth the poet-miracle-worker and the
man who had hoped for flight from
tins world arrive only at exile (which
< not particularly “generous”) from
which they can return only as “a pris-
oner goes in a circle”.

The theme of unusedness perhaps is
most clearly articulated in one line of
ihe poem Not one would hesitate:

i1 1s a pity you didn’t make better use
ol s
You, furious winds, that still secretly
suffer from your ancient fame
)ur hard hearts could have won many
maore
victories
tinderstand once for all: our hands are
msufficiently employed.

This is no Jamentation, simply a diag-
nosis of the state of affairs. The poet
wimply talks of the necessity for every-
thing in him, all the creative, the hu-
man, the poetic, to be used in the con-
struction of reality. “Our hands were

clearly stretched out” he says in an-
other poem: in spite of all doubts and
anxieties, the poet was ready for serv-
ice. But of course it turned out that
“we do everything wrong”. The winds
that constantly blow through Mihali¢’s
verses, symbol of the blind violence of
reality, seem to be convinced “that the
leaves go voluntarily” and identify the
fate of the poet with that of a leaf.
The theme of under-utilisation comes
up in one of the most touching and
painful messages to the younger gen-
eration (Unavoidable heritage) left by
our time:

You, who come with marvellous Jack
of seriousness
If it were not late, | would with you
tear down all

that has weighed too much
Without point without justice without
love
While all around unemployed beauty
came into leaf.

In the theme of the under-utilisation
of the poet’s faith and his willingness
to serve in the construction of an or-
ganic reality is contained a small hu-
man protest against the improvidence
of fate and, in his final inference, a
protest against the greatest wastrel —
death. Why death, when we might be
so useful? Not in one verse of his later
poems does Mihali¢ lose sight of this
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final inference, but his protest is di-
rected primarily against the direct and
unnecessary wastefulness of reality.
One has to die, but what might be use-
ful to other people, to society, to a sim-
ple practical life, to beauty and wis-

-dom, does not have to be wasted.

Mihali¢ joined the person who said
that “that age which knows how to
employ all its talented people” is great
in denying greatness to this century.
Here lies the deep humanity of
Mihali¢’s singing of the defeats of po-
etry in the confrontation with reality,
and the defeat of reality in the con-
frontation with poetry.

Starting four decades away with the
modernist, revolutionary premises of
the epoch, Mihali¢’s poetry has gone
through a deep and gradual metamor-
phosis. The hymnody to reality was
turned into a dialogue, in which it
could only of course be defeated, but
in which it waited defeat with human
dignity and poetic greatness — it did
not allow the polemics with the gods
to be reduced to a polemic with the
local servants of reality.

The polemical character of this uneven
dialogue can be seen in the formal
characteristics: the often direct address
to interlocutors, in the second person
plural, is a marked stylistic figure of
Mihali€¢’s retorts. Whether it was a
matter of winds, orders for shooting,
the captains of our reality or the whole
world, this is always a direct polemic
with a “meagre time”. The voice of
these concrete interlocutors can clearly
be made out through Mihali¢’s an-
swers. To proclaim this voice only a
divine evil would also be to impover-
ish this poetry, as if we were to reduce
it only to a historical reading.

1n the paradoxical reversal of this deep
metamorphosis, this poetry, in its lat-
est phase, has come back to reality.
Now it is not a hymn to a potential
future (which has, after all, “outwit-
ted all agreements”) but 2 hymn to the
miracle of substantial life, ever further
away from allegorical and fabular il-
lustrations — and is now a participa-
tion in a deeper human reality, in all
of its complexity and mystery, in a fate
that is actually by reason of its com-
monness closer to the basic metaphysi-
cal questions. In this way his poetry
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too as a total metaphor for human ex-
istence has become at the same time
equally more tangible and more irra-
tional and deeper, and thus closer to
the genuine classical poetic ideal.
Although its roots are retrospectively
visible in the earlier poetry of Mihali¢,
this phase bloomed to its full power
only in his collection Trap for Memory.
Its correlation with out time is again
so deep that we can consider Mihali¢
an answer to a history and a destiny
such as ours. Its inspiration is so eve-
ryday and so democratic that we might
almost consider him a satirical poet, if
the ultimate achievements of this in-
spiration did not delve so deeply into
the sphere of metaphysics. The refer-
ential points of the poetry (bread on
the table, fried potatoes, the streets of
Zagreb) are clear to almost every con-
temporary reader to such an extent
that it might be their own story sing-
ing on Mihali¢’s lips.

And the readers responded with the
gratitude: in spite of the subtlety and
complexity of the way he expresses
things, in spite of the darkness and
depth of his topics, of his strikingly
modern way of expressing himself,
Mihali¢ has become one of the rarest
of creatures in the recent literary scene
— the genuinely popular poet. This is
not a passing, fashionable popularity,
nor is it the result of flattery of the
public, but a deep and permanent
popularity, achieved only by the cher-
ishing of his own audience, which lives
the same fate and develops together
with the poet, and understands his lan-
guage as if it were their own. This is
the kind of popularity that we could
compare only with the greatest of our
recent poets, Kranjéevié¢ and Ujevi¢, of
whom he is, after all, the legitimate
spiritual and poetic descendant.

Translated ba Graham McMaster




