
❦ Ivan verč ▶ iverc@spin.it

A Never-Completed Reading: 
Boris Paternu (1926–2021)

SLAVICA TERGESTINA
European Slavic Studies Journal

ISSN 1592-0291 (print) & 2283-5482 (online)

VOLUME 28 (2022/I), pp. 284–288
DOI 10.13137/2283-5482/33716

mailto:iverc%40spin.it?subject=


285

SLAVICA TERGESTINA 28 (2022/I) ▶ Writing the Himalaya in Polish and Slovenian

The story of Boris Paternu, the sensitive observer of Slovene literature 
and the advocate of the ‘never-completed’ reading, is intricately linked 
with the history of literary theory of the second half of the twentieth 
century. Literary theory, informed by the humanistic thought, 
is a type of  discipline which does not offer indisputable truths 
about its object of investigation, although it shares two scientific 
principles with the sciences: namely, that results are not irrefutable 
since they can be questioned through argumentation, and that the 
object of observation is not fixed as its proof is dependent upon the 
observer’s point of view.

Boris Paternu early intellectual inquiry started in the wake of France 
Kidrič’s literary historical approach, which he soon abandoned to focus 
on the analysis of the elements that are intrinsic in a literary work. His 
understanding of a literary text as a creation with its own, inherent 
laws required the need for a wider array of methodological approaches. 
In 1949, the Czech American comparative literary critic René Well-
ek offered a renewed view of literary theory. His landmark volume 
Theory of Literature (co-authored with A. Warren) became of semi-
nal importance in Western society throughout the 1950s and 1960s 
(in Italy the book was published in 1956 whereas in Yugoslavia it was 
published in 1965.) The understanding of the synchronic structure 
of a text, which stemmed from structural linguistics of the Prague 
linguistic circle (Mukařovský, Jakobson, Trubetzkoy), Havránek) and 
Russian Formalism (Tynianov, Eichenbaum, Tomashevsky, Jakobson), 
gave new emphasis to the hermeneutic analysis of literary texts. In this 
respect, Boris Paternu remained faithful to the interpretive principle 
of deep reading throughout his life and sought in the original insights 
of other, related literary methods those elements that would enable him 
to expand his own view of the inherent meanings within a literary text. 
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Paternu’s understanding of the underlying factors that shape a liter-
ary work and their relations was based on modern theories, although 
he remained sceptical towards formalism and structuralism. Likewise, 
he was not a great advocate of linear narrative, and the sociohistorical 
account of Slovene literature was for the most part alien to him.

Indeed, rather than a narrative that confines a literary work into 
a pre-determined story (as seen for instance in Kidrič’s account of the 
historical development of Slovene literature through the proverbial 
‘agonies’- muke and ‘procrastinations’ - zamude,) he focused on the 
study of individual literary texts. Focusing on the shifts on a textual 
level, he sought to find those elements that would mark the develop-
ment of Slovene literature.

He concentrated especially on the changing semantic dimensions 
of a literary work which, he thought, transcend the given meaning 
of words and are, therefore, the basis for new meaning making possi-
bilities. He considered the subtler changes and major turns in literary 
texts as examples of such productive meaning making possibilities 
in Slovene literature. Through the refined semantic analysis of lit-
erary texts, he uncovered all such changes, constantly aware of all 
the other factors that have an influence on the continually changing, 
meaning-making status of a work of art. If formalism studied the evo-
lutionary principles that subtend literary works, and structuralism 
focused on the relations between personal utterances and the cultur-
al-linguistic system, Paternu believed that literary theory leads to qual-
ity reading thanks to its diverse methods to comprehend the various 
layers of meaning present in a work of art. His approach to literature 
was scientific in nature: he moved from the analysis of the internal, 
semantic elements of a literary work, through the insight into their 
mutually productive relations, to the original interpretation of the 
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results which he believed would lead the way into interpreting the 
winding pathways of Slovene literature’s development.

Besides literature, Paternu committed himself to several inves-
tigations into the achievements and limitations of literary criticism 
(mainly Levstik). With carefully selected examples, he observed the 
various shifts in literary criticism from which it was possible to trace 
the evolutionary and typological nature of Slovene literature. At the 
basis of such developments, lay the shifts, collaborations and coexist-
ence between tradition and innovation. These shifts are especially vis-
ible on the linguistic level where they become examples of an attempt 
to overcome contemporary literary, linguistic, and cultural contexts. 
Significative examples include the era of the Freising Manuscripts 
(Monumenta Frisingensia - Brižinski spomeniki) and Protestantism 
(Trubar, Bohorič and Dalmatin), or the Enlightenment with its classi-
cist refined overtones and its linguistically fruitful collaboration with 
early pre-Romanticism (Zois, Linhart and Vodnik), as well as Prešeren 
who overcame the disagreements about poetic language (artificial/
common, high/low) and embraced, with critical authority, both the 
European and national traditions thus affording new possibilities for 
Slovene aesthetic language.

These shifts and coexistences are also seen in the realism of Levs-
tik and Jurčič. Both authors use language to encourage a sense of na-
tional belonging, which is later superseded in the works of Kersnik 
and Tavčar who break away from the literary, linguistic, and stylistic 
traditions of rural life. Early elements of modernism (Cankar, Kette, 
Murn Zupaničič) together with expressionism (Pregelj, Grum) are 
visible in Jenko’s poetry which represents the definitive move from 
a national-educational literature. After the prolific interwar period 
of social realism, partisan and insurgent poetry, and a brief post-war 
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socialist realism, the typological transitions, coexistences and sur-
passing of aesthetic boundaries continued specifically in the poetic 
movement of Intimism - Pesmi štirih (Poetry of the four 1953) and 
in Šalamun’s Poker (1966) which represent a further shift away from 
the stable parameters of literary models. These examples continue 
to this day.

Paternu applied a typology of Slovene literature which was based 
on his critical analysis of veritable texts rather than on an a-priori idea 
of their development. Central to his investigations were the author and 
the text, which were not subjected to the postmodern idea of ‘the death 
of the author’ as argued by Barthes and Foucault. Paternu argued that 
what can kill an author is only an ignorant reader. This ‘never-com-
pleted’ reading requires a sensitivity towards language, and a broad 
knowledge about its layered meanings within our lives. Paternu has 
brought to Slovene literature his own sensitivity and extensive literary 
theory knowledge. There is no reason we should abandon these efforts.

Translated by Deana Neubauer
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