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In re-evaluating as large as possible a corpus of Triestine poetry in Italian,
my article intends to court the poetics and production of Srecko Kosovel.
As a scholar of Triestine literary identities, it is a challenge for me to as-
sess a ‘state of poetry’ at a specified time in Triestine history in terms of
its marginality vis-a-vis a central ‘elsewhere’: the thought and work of
the eminent Slovene poet Srecko Kosovel. My argument starts with sin-
gling out a number of Italian poets who were, grosso modo, contempo-
rary to Kosovel, some of whom may well have been familiar to him, such
as Scipio Slataper (1888-1915), Giulio Camber Barni (1891-1941), and
Umberto Saba (1883—1957). I will subsequently mention, if in passing, a
cluster of hardly memorable poets who were associated with the climate of
virulent italianita that helped give rise to and sustain the fascist phenom-
enon. Finally, I plan to devote special attention to the Futurist avant-garde,
who, in its Constructivist inflection, is, of course, particularly relevant to
Kosovel. Early on, the Futurists appropriated Trieste as a radically modern
urban space and, as such, an ideal platform to voice their ideological and
aesthetic credos. In the course of my exposition, mention will also be made
to a small number of exquisitely local concerns, such as irredentismo, the
grave heritage of the Risorgimento, and the unresolved, belated attachment
to the Romantic tradition, a burden that weighed heavily on Triestine po-
etry up until relatively recently.

The generation of Triestine and Julian authors who sought both cultural
escape and legitimisation in Florence in the early years of the XX century, and
Scipio Slataper in particular, played an instrumental role in defining Italian
Triestine literature as it is commonly understood. Since the late XIX century
the prevailing cultural orientation combined conservative Romanticism and
Positivism. Its Italian inspiration, ideologically and aesthetically influenced
more specifically by the poet Giosu¢ Carducci, whose work was also fa-
miliar to Kosovel, allowed a backward-looking search for cultural legiti-
misation. Conversely, Trieste’s particular geo-political position allowed the
freedom to experiment further and wider. The result was an unmediated
combination of asynchronous cultural trends. A number of pre-war authors,
to include Slataper and the brothers Carlo and Giani Stuparich, powerfully
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affected by a crisis of identity emerging during their Florentine exile, com-
bined a self-centred autobiographical style with outmoded repéchages into
the most hackneyed Italian literary tradition: a ‘spiritual encyclopedism’, as
Ernestina Pellegrini puts it, combining a number of heterogeneous, at times
even incompatible, cultural and historical elements.'

Is it true that Trieste had neither a cultural tradition nor a cultural scene
at the beginning of the XX century, as Slataper provocatively declared in
a frequently quoted ‘Lettera triestina’??> The answer must be in the nega-
tive, for the city at the time was by no means a cultural desert: Trieste
boasted, among other events, the first Futurist soirées and the first Italian
performance of Wagner’s Tetralogy. The cultural life of the Slovene com-
munity, though a ‘counter culture’ as Marina Cattaruzza puts it, was vi-
brant, as testified by the theatrical, musical and poetic activities promoted
by the Narodni dom, the numerous periodical publications, from Edinost to
Novi rod to Zenski svet, to quote only a few that are relevant to Kosovel.?
Slataper’s statement is therefore entirely provocative, designed to shake
up an environment at the cultural margins of Italy perceived as being too
steeped in trade and eager to secure a place for itself in the national sphere.
Slataper and his acolytes hoped to achieve this national integration by div-
ing into the most canonical and idealised cultural tradition, that of Florence.
Having ‘descended’ on Florence almost as a barbarian gasping for civiliza-
tion, Slataper contributed to the influential periodical La Voce from 1909
and took over its editorship in 1910.* On Slataper’s example, a whole ge-
neration of young Triestine intellectuals (the already mentioned brothers
Stuparich, Virgilio Giotti, Biagio Marin, Alberto Spaini, Gemma Harazim
and others), persuaded in many cases by the impending contingency of be-
ing called up to arms, attended University courses in Florence and formed
a close circle, contributing regularly to La Voce and disseminating the
Modernist, pro-European agenda that was integral to the periodical.’

This generation ‘invented’, as if in a veritable ‘invention of tradition’,
Triestine literature away from Trieste, while in Florence, a city they per-
ceived as instrumental in bringing the Triestines back to their alleged all-
Italian roots.® Their main aim was to act as catalysts, facilitating the discov-
ery of an alleged ‘genuine Triestine soul’ in their fellow citizens. In reality,
however, and quite apart from both La Voce’s calls for modernization and
internationalisation of literary culture and the vibrant presence of non-
Italian cultures in Trieste, the main force at play here remained the pre-emi-
nent foscanita of the vociani that both legitimised and sustained an equally
powerful idea of a local loyalty and singularity in the Triestines.” The mys-
tical and revolutionary ‘discovery’ of one’s own regional soul seems to
me, at closer scrutiny, as a poetic disguise whereby a constructed foscanita
became the model of a largely ‘invented’ and contrived triestinita.* A con-
fused city, in search of a literary identity it could call its own, was clearly
vulnerable to discourses centred on the notion of an eminent, undisputed,
and, above all, single national and cultural identity.

Statements advocating the crucial role of Trieste as ‘centro del mondo’,
historical seat of a conflict between the spirit of an elusive culture and the
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matter of an all too tangible trade, recur in Slataper’s fiction.” In the lyri-
cal prose Il mio carso (1912) ‘la storia ¢ vissuta liricamente, percid non
compresa.’'? Slataper produces here curious overlaps of belated Sturm und
Drang Romanticism, a rhetorical vitalismo reeking of D’ Annunzio, and
mystical, generic statements on the urban modernity of ‘la citta’ as opposed
to the rural lack of self-awareness of the Karst, a mental landscape evoked
with great affection but also as culture-less and backward-looking." It is
important to mention that Slataper’s Mio carso was eventually to become
almost the prototype text of modern Triestine literature. Its publication cre-
ated, almost ex novo, a literary province in Italy and paved the way for
the success of other major local Italian authors, such as Italo Svevo and
Umberto Saba.

Despite Slataper’s ‘ungenerous treatment’ of the Triestine Slovenes, as
argued persuasively by Boris Pahor, his figure remains relevant in terms of
his awareness of the ethnic diversity and vitality of the Karst (it should be
borne in mind that Slataper was possibly the first Italian Triestine author
who granted attention — albeit partially — to the Slovenes of Trieste and the
hinterland) and the ethical roots of his philo-Europeanism.'> Both notions
are of course applicable, mutatis mutandis, to Kosovel himself and studies
of the two authors in a comparative perspective are welcome, particularly
if shedding light on the linguistic as well as widely cultural aspect: Kosovel
had a conceivably good knowledge of Italian even though his awareness of
Italian literature and thought appears mediated, rather than through Slataper
and the ‘vociani triestini’, via the far more influential minister and scholar
Ivan Trinko (1863-1954), an eminent translator and mediator between the
two cultures, his close friend and fellow contributor of Lepa Vida, Mirijam
(Fanica Obid), and his Neapolitan friend Carlo Curcio."

The return to an idealised all-Italian past and the growing appeal of a lo-
cal tradition were perceived even more intensely after the end of the Great
War. Historical events severed Trieste from its Austro-Hungarian past, but
the heritage of the Empire was also increasingly being cherished in an ide-
alised form and handed down from one generation to the next.'* After de-
fecting from the Austrian army to join the Italian troops under false names,
Slataper and many Triestine writers of his generation, such as Enrico Elia,
Carlo Stuparich, Ruggero Timeus Fauro, died in battle, and the survivors
took on their heritage almost intact, demonstrating an inability (perhaps an
unwillingness?) to detach themselves from Florentine pre-war culture, and
move forward. In particular Giani Stuparich’s survival of a war catastrophe
that had killed his brother Carlo and best friend Slataper was experienced
with intense guilt and shame and subsequently bitterly atoned for through
his diligent repetition of themes and styles belonging to a pre-war world.
By doing this, Stuparich was not merely paying tribute to a generation of
dead writers: he was also contributing to perpetuating a local literary rep-
etition, unwittingly reinforcing triestinita.

We are all aware of the influence, indeed of the formative role, exercised
by the Great War on Kosovel, a childhood experience that left indelible
marks in his poetics. The collection of poems La Buffa by Giulio Camber
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Barni, written in the trenches and published only in 1950, demonstrates the
extent to which the Risorgimento remained a powerful, if anachronistic,
source of inspiration in Trieste. Barni’s confessional poetry finds moral
and aesthetic premises in the pre-war, in irredentismo, and the widespread
notion of the war as a social and national equalizer. Alongside many war
diaries of this type, however, La Buffa illustrates the progressive demise
of Barni’s idealised ‘just war’. Visions of titanic struggle typically give
way to increasing instances of human degradation, resentment, bitterness,
and collapse of patriotic ideals. See, in particular, the poems ‘Simone’ and
‘Il cappellano’: ‘Simone, amico caro,/ purtroppo la guerra ¢ finita./ Che
cosa ne faremo/ di questa nostra vita?” and ‘Il cappellano militare/ disse
che Gesu Cristo/ amava tanto la guerra./ Concluse:/ “Viva I’Italia!/ Evviva
S.Antonio!””’!5 Resonant of several of Kosovel’s own positions, Barni’s po-
etry captures very effectively the sense of emptiness and futility, the pow-
erlessness, the anti-clericalism which were all contributing factors to the
rise of fascism. A classic war poet in terms of his linguistic and narrative
realism, Barni bans any lyrical or rhetorical embellishment: the episodes
he describes are invariably brief and stripped naked of detail, with direct
speech inserted spontaneously, frequently in the dialect of the individu-
al soldiers. The prevailing epic tone is also descending directly from the
Italian unification: the Great War is typically celebrated as the last war of
the Risorgimento.'®

One of the greatest supporters of Barni in Trieste was the poet Umberto
Saba, who wrote a frank and complimentary preface to La Buffa published
in the first edition. My outline of a ‘state of Italian poetry’ in Trieste would
be incomplete without devoting some attention to Saba and his early collec-
tions of poems. Saba portrays his native Trieste as a concrete urban space,
invested with an ontological dimension of its own, densely populated with
human collectivities who work, talk, eat, and walk: a city buzzing with
people, animals, and objects.!” Saba’s habitual itineraries run along many
of the old Triestine streets, thereby granting them literary dignity: Via del
Lazzaretto Vecchio, Via della Pieta, Via del Monte, Via Domenico Rossetti.
The poet found most of his inspiration in his home town and displayed an
obsessive, if ambivalent, interest in it, referring frequently to Trieste in his
letters, poems and prose works, loathing it while there and missing it ter-
ribly when staying elsewhere.'® For Saba, however, Trieste is not the ‘ville
tentaculaire’ of Modernism nor is it the dynamic metropolis of the Futurists,
but, in the words of Russo, rather an ‘urban georgic’.! Its key features
include its insularity, its domestic air of cosy backwardness allowing the
poet a secluded existence, quite apart from contemporary movements and
schools. Saba writes about a pre-war Trieste, prior to the destruction of
Cittavecchia: a city, in short, which has not yet fallen prey to the devil of
modernity —here Saba is antipodean to the contemporary Futurist avant-
garde, who, as will be argued below, praised Trieste for opposite reasons.
Most importantly, in this respect Saba appears to be also antipodean to
Kosovel, whose Trieste is dominated by beauty and doom following the
arson of Edinost (1925), a city emasculated by the large waves of emigrant
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Slovenes looking for a better future in the Americas, a Trieste who is a wit-
ness to the ‘sick heart’ of the poet (see, in particular, ‘Blizu polno¢i”).?

In Saba’s collection ‘Trieste e una donna’ (1910-12), the city takes on
the role of a character in its own right: the poet’s own antagonist.?! His am-
bivalence towards the city results most frequently in contiguity of Trieste
with female, specifically maternal, figures. The early, experimental poems
to Bianca, later excluded from I/ Canzoniere, testify to this. In Saba, the
maternal complex is so overwhelming that poetry itself can be viewed as a
second, good mother, able to fill in the emotional gaps left by the poet’s real
life had mother, Rachele Poli.?> In Pellegrini’s words, ‘la poesia di Saba
[...] narra la lotta del poeta contro il complesso materno’ -Trieste becomes
a ‘uterine city’ constructed in the specular image of a city within a city: the
legendary Jewish ghetto of Cittavecchia.”® The celebrated ‘A mia moglie’
is a hymn to Saba’s wife Lina regarded as an archetype of all-encompass-
ing maternity: on the poet’s own admission the poem reads like one a child
could have written for his own mother if he were allowed to marry her.>*
Similarly to Petrarch’s Laura, Lina here is ultimately ‘la madre’, a disqui-
eting figure who looms large as the city tends to disappear, as if Lina and
Trieste were antithetical and one could only survive to the detriment of the
other.” It is especially in collection Trieste e una donna that Saba explores
various positions of the triad woman-mother-Trieste: the poems ‘Trieste’,
“Verso casa’, ‘Citta vecchia’, ‘Dopo la tristezza’, ‘Tre vie’, Via della pi-
eta’, ‘Il fanciullo appassionato’, ‘Il molo’, ‘Piu soli’, all deal with a Trieste
antagonised as a mother symbol. The pervasive dimension remains domes-
ticity, and it is precisely under the guise of domesticity that Trieste comes
to play a powerful role in Saba’s poetry. In short, Saba’s intimist, Oedipal,
parochial approach to Trieste appears to be far removed from Kosovel’s
social and political engagement with the city.

Saba’s emphasis on the comfortable provincialism of his home town are
also alien from both the contemporary climate of virulent italianita and
the nationalist/ internationalist attitude of the Futurist avant-garde. More
vigorously than elsewhere, in Trieste a Fascist officialdom attempted to in-
stitutionalise a deeply seated emphasis on italianita.?® Trieste’s diverse and
complex ethnic make-up was largely replaced with an ‘invention of tradi-
tion” whereby, for instance, legendary Roman genealogies were assigned
to various Italian political elites.”” A straightjacket of Italian officialdom
was imposed on the city’s multi-ethnic and multi-cultural identity, nota-
bly through acts of violence and persecution directed towards the Slovene
community. [falianita, frequently proclaimed in dramatic, mystical terms
as a fatalita, an ineluctable fate, and frequently conflated with the similarly
ambiguous triestinita, equated the composite local identity with the cul-
tural and literary traditions of Italy alone.?®

All of these factors contribute to what Ernesto Sestan defined as ‘iper-
trofia del sentimento nazionale’, a powerful national feeling inflated by
the liberal-nazionali and handed down to the fascist Establishment, who
carried it forward.?® The example set by the Fiume enterprise of 1919-20,
and particularly by its charismatic leader Gabriele D’ Annunzio, similarly
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contributed to identifying italianita with a rising fascist regime eager to
establish itself in the area. A whole set of discourses which were deeply,
ambiguously enmeshed with italianita (the pseudo-classical ritual, the
staging of a Roman imperial past, the rhetoric of ‘discorsi dal balcone’)
were experimented on the Triestine stage in the course of the 1910s and
1920s before being adopted in the rest of Italy. /talianita became even more
firmly synonymous with anti-slavismo: to quote one example for all — the
arson of the Narodni dom-Hotel Balkan on 13 July 1920. I will not dwell
here on the copious, eminently forgettable poetry composed and published
in Trieste in praise of the fascist regime and its leader Benito Mussolini — [
will quote few names and dates, for the sake of contextualisation: Alma
Sperante (pseudonym of Carlo Mioni; 1871-1946), Corraj (pseudonym of
Raimondo Cornet; 1887—-1945), Nella Doria Cambon (1872—1948). It is
significant that both Corraj and Cambon portrayed Mussolini as a catalyst
able to draw together tradition and modernity without contradiction: this is
of course a paradox, but an important one, and one that fascism borrowed
largely from Futurism. The triumph of mechanical aesthetics and proto-
consumerism celebrated by the fascists are redolent of claims that were
advocated in the first place by the Futurist avant-garde.*

Not only were the earliest ever Futurist performances staged in Trieste
between 1908 and 1909, but also the first proper Futurist soirée took place
at Trieste’s Politeama Rossetti on 12 January 1910. Kosovel, who later was
to attend occasionally the Teatro Rossetti, was obviously still too young to
have been in the audience. In 1908 Marinetti took an active part in dem-
onstrations in Trieste advocating the city’s ‘restitution to Italy’. The soon-
to-be leader of Futurism, ‘spoke at the Gymnastic Society, defending the
Triestine students shot in Vienna and declaring that one day Trieste would
have its own university [...]. The whole episode ended in tumultuous fights,
and Marinetti was arrested.”’' However, a Futurist group proper gathered
together in Trieste in 1922 (1924 according to other sources) under the
self-appointed leadership of Bruno Sanzin (b.1906). Sanzin collected and
printed the pamphlet Marinetti e il futurismo (1924) and edited a Futurist
column in the periodical /talia Nova, later to become a journal in its own
right with the title Energie futuriste, edited by Kosovel’s friend Giorgio
Carmelich. In his poetry, Sanzin incorporated dynamism, speed, mech-
anicism, and patriotic heroism.* In the poem ‘Pensieri in liberta’, Sanzin
visualised flags waving in the wind in Trieste: the nationalist thematic is
here combined with dynamism of the struggle, ‘la lotta’, understood as
the essence of life.* The graphic impressionism of the scene, windswept
and punctuated with colours, together with the devices of onomatopoeia
and repetition clustered around the iconic flags, are Sanzin’s tribute to the
ideological and aesthetic credo of Futurism. Sanzin emphasises both the
patriotic and urban bias of Futurism, and combines them with other themes
of avant-garde inspiration, from dynamism to energy, to ‘trascendenza ar-
tistica’, particularly in his ‘acropoems’ Fiori d’Italia (1942).

Vladimiro Miletti (b.1913) also embraced unconditionally the avant-
garde. Miletti was described as the archetypal elegant and aggressive
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Futurist, ‘giovane poeta elegante, sportivo, aderente all’avanguardia piu
strepitosa’.** In poems such as ‘Pioggia veloce’ and ‘Manicure’, the em-
phasis on dynamism and speed acquires a surreal, ironic ring: Miletti
obviously espoused the linguistic iconoclasm of Futurism with a lighter,
airy element, reminiscent of the poetry of Aldo Palazzeschi: ‘Mi sembra un
tuffo/ scagliarmi in macchina/ nell’acquazzone,/ mentre scodinzola il ter-
gicristallo,/ lieto che piova.” ‘Le forbicine, beccuzzi ghiotti/ di passerotti,/
sulle ciliegie/ delle tue unghie.’*> As typical of Triestine Futurism, Miletti
is characterised by an irreverent, comic approach.*® Patriotism becomes
here a secondary preoccupation as the poetics of the inconsequential and
the inconsistent prevail.

The Futurists elected Trieste, after Milan and Paris, as Futurist city par
excellence.”’

As a city ‘without a past’, Trieste was ideally projected towards a fu-
ture of uncompromisingly urban and mechanical modernity. However,
the city’s embrace of all that was modern, together with the insecurities
generated by its ‘outsider complex’, brought about further contradictions.
Ultimately, they prompted Trieste to cling further to the most traditional
literary expressions of Italy with indiscriminate enthusiasm. Fascist ideolo-
gies continued to espouse Trieste’s italianita with modernity and their own
promotion of industrial renovation, particularly renovation of the moribund
Triestine port, a partnership celebrated symbolically in the city’s granting
of honorary citizenship to Mussolini on 20 May 1924.

Quite apart from the national ideology mentioned above, a more properly
Modernist, more open to European influences, and therefore more notewor-
thy, experience, was attempted by Giorgio Carmelich, together with Emilio
Mario Dolfi. In 1922-23, Carmelich put together the pamphlets Epeo and
the Dadaist Eeet (spelled with 18 ‘e’s on the frontispiece), an experimental
‘anti-book’ (‘anti-libro”) composed of notes, drawings, words in freedom,
and theatrical ‘sintesi’. Carmelich pursued his experimental inclinations
within a ‘Bottega di Epeo’ and in 1924 the Triestine periodical Crepuscolo
included a ‘Futurist page’.*® In 1925, Carmelich edited the periodical 25.

Even more worthy of note, and relatively under-researched as yet, is
Trieste’s own contribution to the Constructivist experience, which is argu-
ably quite unique in Italy. Artists such as Milko Bambi¢ and Veno Pilon,
Ivan Cargo and Avgust Cernigoj, all contributed to the periodical Tank
and looked to Ljubljana as a powerful centre of attraction. Constructivism
was of course likely to be particularly attractive to Kosovel via his early
Nietzschean persuasion. Cernigoj, in particular, was to exercise the deepest
influence on Kosovel, who employed a Constructivist style, composed of
words in freedom and typographic syntheses, to voice his concerns over
his own national identity. Kosovel scourged the Slovene nation, spurring it
into activity (see ‘Jaz protestiram’ and ‘Rodovnik’) and into looking ahead
to a European future, which, of course, was to lead to the experience of the
journal Euroslave: Revue pour une vie neuve en Europe.*

Alongside Boris Pahor, and to conclude briefly, I remain persuaded that
the more profoundly Modernist and most valuable significance of Kosovel’s
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Constructivism lies in his humanist, pacifist and ethically Socialist convic-
tion: a social revolution must remain constructive rather than destructive.
In 1927, Cernigoj published a Manifesto of the ‘Gruppo costruttivista’ in
Trieste: tragically, and due to his premature disappearance a year earlier,
Kosovel was unable to bring his contribution to this unrivalled experience.
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B ABSTRACT
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In focusing on Italian Trieste and, in particular, on as large as possible a corpus
of Triestine poetry contemporary with Kosovel, my paper provides a perspec-
tive that is entirely peripheral and ‘exterior’. Special attention is paid to the
Futurist avant-garde: the Futurist leader Marinetti considered Trieste as Futurist
city par excellence and the first Futurist soirees took place at Teatro Rossetti
between 1909 and 1910. Futurism attracted a large group of local artists, some
of whom (e.g. Carmelich and Cernigoj) were personally known by and be-
came close to Kosovel, including the poets Sanzin and Miletti, who enthusiasti-
cally espoused Futurist linguistic experimentalism, as well as the movement’s
national/nationalist tendencies. Poetry of national and romantic inspiration
is also of fundamental importance: Slataper’s vitalist approach to the rugged
Karst region, though pre-War, provides scope for comparative approaches.
Nationalist poetry, much of which officially compromised with the Fascist
regime (Cambon, Corraj, Alma Sperante), is equally integral to the Triestine
cultural landscape of the 1920s and ‘30s. By shedding light on a significant
portion of poetry in Italian arising from the vibrant, if largely hostile, cultural
environment of Trieste, my paper invites an implicit rather than explicit assess-
ment of Kosovel’s role and contribution to the European avant-garde.
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