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Prešeren’s ‘Zdravljica’, 1944

‘Unity, joy, blessing’ are the lines in Prešeren’s
Zdravljica (A Toast) and the reason the censorship
did not allow the poem to be published in Poezije
(Poems) lest Prešeren omit the entire fourth stanza.
The poet refused and crossed out the manuscript.
Thus, the poem was first published four years after
it was written, in 1848, at the turning point in
history marked by the March Revolution and the
fall of Metternich’s absolutism.
The poem is one of the first Slovene voices
clearly calling for the People’s Spring and it is no
coincidence that it was recalled at its centennial in
the midst of the World War II. The verse ‘May all
peoples thrive and prosper’ gained an existential
meaning under the oppression of the fascist and
Nazi regimes. The Slovene nation faced radical
censorship, obliteration, and eradication.
These were the circumstances in which a unique
bibliophile edition of Prešeren’s Zdravljica was
published. Commissioned by the Provincial
Committee of the National Liberation Front for
the Upper Carniola, it was produced between
11 and 21 December 1944 in the Trilof Partisan
printing works in Davča in the Upper Carniola.
Distinguished by unprecedented literary and
artistic value, the volume is a work of great
craftsmanship. Literary historian and Prešern
scholar, Boris Paternu dubbed it ‘a small miracle
in the history of Slovenian literary culture, the
likes of which was never produced by any other
resistance movement in the occupied Europe’.
Zdravljica was printed in 1,512 copies, 1,500 of
which were numbered. The edition contains 18
illustrated folios in quartos [4°]. The lyrics of the
eight stanzas were printed on thin transparent
paper in red and black, vignettes, drawn by
architect Marjan Šorli – Viher, were all gilded by
hand, and whole-page lino-prints by painter Janez
Vidic were inserted in each volume. The sheets
were bound together with a woollen string in the
colours of the Slovenian flag and inserted into red
or greyish sleeves bearing the poet’s image. Two of
the most beautiful copies containing dedications
were gifted to Josip Broz – Tito and Edvard
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Kardelj. The museum’s library collection of World
War II prints contains multiple copies, here, copy
number 155 with the dedication to ‘the command
committee of SKOJ (Alliance of the Communist
Youth of Yugoslavia), the graphic department of
P. T.’ is presented.
The Partisan movement’s interpretation largely
drew upon the revolutionary character of Prešeren’s
poem, evoking the motto of the French revolution
(liberty, equality, fraternity) and its harsh, yet
sophisticated critique of the absolutist regime.
Values that Prešeren elevated in the spirit of
humanism and cosmopolitanism transformed
into the values that shaped the national liberation
struggle; into an awakening of the national (self-)
esteem and awareness, and at the same time, hope
for a new, better, and more just post-war world. It
became the guiding principle, which at its core, bore
hope and utopia of the national liberation struggle.
The Partisans’ use of Zdravljica, the linden-tree leaf,
the five-pointed star, and guns, along with other
motifs called on the people to fight for their nation,
and for the ‘people’s’ victory. With artistic suggestion,
the edition aimed to spread the ideas, ideals, and
values and thus gave the poem a new meaning.
Prešeren’s Zdravljica eludes any definitive
interpretation or ideologizing. It transcends
time – the time in which it was written, as well as
any (final) historical or cultural contextualisation.
This is perhaps the reason why Slovenes had been
returning to it especially in times of great changes:
in the time of the People’s Spring, during the
Second World War, and in the period leading to
the country’s independence. Zdravljica became a
symbol of Slovene nationhood; and the sixth stanza
of the poem, set to music by Stanko Premrl, became
first the anthem of the republic and then of the
independent state. Does it speak to us not only in
times of turmoil, but in times of peace as well?
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