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EDITOR’S FOREWORD

The monograph on Slobodan Jovanović (1869–1958), published on the occasion of the 
150th anniversary of his birth, represents a unique account of his life, scientific work, society 
and the times in which he lived. Jovanović’s work and his personality have always attracted the 
attention of the general public. The work he left behind is remarkably voluminous and versa-
tile. It should be noted that a great number of his works was not included in the volumes of his 
collected works that have been published to date. Slobodan Jovanović worked as a university 
professor at the Faculty of Law in Belgrade for over forty years. He performed the duties of the 
dean of the Faculty of Law and the rector of the University of Belgrade. He was the president of 
the Serbian Royal Academy, legal expert at the Paris Peace Conference, president of the Com-
mission for drafting the Constitution of the new state in 1920, president of the Serbian Cultural 
Club, president and vice-president of the Ministerial Council of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. In 
view of the duties he performed, social and political activities represent an important part of the 
picture of this great scientist of ours. As the president of the Serbian Cultural Club and the piv-
otal personage of the Serbian people he was delegated to assume the responsibilities of the sec-
ond vice-president of the Ministerial Council in the government of 27 March 1941. He was the 
president and vice-president of the government in the country and later in exile. He died in em-
igration in London in the late 1958, almost a hundred years since his father Vladimir Jovanović, 
one of the leading Serbian Liberals, had first arrived in the British capital as a political emigrant. 
Even though Slobodan Jovanović advocated parliamentary bicameral multiparty system, he had 
never participated in party politics. However, he took part in state politics, as Jovan Dučić wrote 
in 1942: “Slobodan Jovanović has never been a member of a party, a member of government, or a 
participant in any plot. He always kept himself at a distance from ruling politics, and yet for this 
very reason he stood close to its side, as its yardstick, its judge, and its state prosecutor. He used 
to be called ‘the conscience of the Serbian people’. He was not a political person, but a statesman: 
always at the helm, and from there always taking in sweeping views that lie ahead of him.” In 
the aftermath of the war, Slobodan Jovanović was convicted at the political trial organized by 
the new communist rule in Belgrade in 1946. His personality and work were expelled from the 
educational system and scientific circles and consigned to oblivion. He was rehabilitated in 2007.

This monograph first presents the biography of Slobodan Jovanović including the chron-
ologically presented works that can be said to represent the milestones of his scientific develop-
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ment, as well as his own theoretical viewpoints. Subsequently, the individual chapters trace the 
scientific areas he dealt with and scientific achievements he accomplished. The account starts 
with his theory of the state related to the subject he had taught, that is, General and Special 
Constitutional Law. It is followed by an account of the special legislation, that is, constitutional 
law, and an assessment of Slobodan Jovanović as a constitutional-legislative writer. The books 
in which he interpreted the constitutions of the Kingdom of Serbia and the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats and Slovenes (Vidovdan Constitution) are analyzed and reviewed. The following part of 
the monograph is devoted to the historiography of Slobodan Jovanović, to the multi-volume po-
litical history of Serbia of the 19th century, which is often justifiably regarded as his best-known 
work. If his other works to do with national history are also taken into account, it can be seen 
that he encompassed a period from the late 18th to mid-20th century. The subsequent part of the 
monograph deals with Jovanović as a literary scholar and critic. Special praise is given to his 
sophisticated language and well-known Belgrade literary style. The final part of the monograph 
contains Jovanović’s bibliography.

With a view to making the text of the monograph easier to read, all footnotes, that is, 
notes, are to be found at the back of the book.

We thank all the authors for the texts published in the monograph dedicated to the 150th 
anniversary of the birth of our renowned scientist Slobodan Jovanović.

Kosta Čavoški and Aleksandar Kostić



SLOBODAN JOVANOVIĆ AND LITERATURE

Milo LOMPAR
Faculty of Philology of Belgrade University

From the moment when it rose – like a phoenix – to reap-
pear on the stage of world history, from the moment when, in 1690, 
crossing the Sava and Danube rivers, droves of warriors, peasants, 
children, women, monks – among whom the monks from Ravanica 
Monastery carried the holy relics of Prince Lazar – entered the realm 
of the Emperor Leopold I of Habsburg, led by the patriarch in whose 
hands were the emperor’s privileges, as a guarantee that they – albeit 
fugitives who could always say “to great humiliation we are subjected, 
driven by force whither we do not wish to go” – still principally rep-
resent one nation, even if it has only a vague self-awareness, and the 
one who has earned the invitation to be put in the emperor’s subjec-
tion mit dem Säbel,970 in the Serbian culture we can distinguish two 
generations of polymaths.

The first generation marked the eighteenth century. It includes 
church rhetoricians, grammarians and travel writers, such as Gavril 
Stefanović Venclović, Kiprijan Račanin, and Jerotej Račanin, who 
wrote both in Slavonic-Serbian and in the vernacular language, and 
who merged the biblical legends with modern rationalist doubt con-
cerning them. It also includes those in whose writings historiography 
and folk poetry are intertwined: as is the case with Jovan Rajić, capable 
of writing a history of Orthodox catechism in one breath. Moreover, it 
includes those inspired by a zeal for enlightenment while they expand 
on Peter the Great or viticulture, on calendars or magazines: like Zaha-
rija Orfelin. Such blend of thoughts and emotions reached its peak in 
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the cosmopolitan and national enlightenment of the new consciousness of an era: in the miscella-
neous writings of Dositej Obradović.

The said generation, thus, manifested “the greatness and drama of Serbian writers of 
the eighteenth century, the first [...] polymaths in our literature, who went on their cultural pil-
grimage, penniless and happy, from the imperial Vienna to Saint Petersburg, from Kiev to Con-
stantinople, from Mount Athos to Venice, from Leipzig to London, in order to print books at 
any price for a people that had neither homeland nor a literary language or ruler”.971 Only the 
polymaths could successfully manoeuvre between the Central European and Russian cultural 
model, only they could be heirs to the folk and epic tradition alongside the civil and military no-
blemen’s tradition, only they found a passable road between the Catholic proselytism, Protestant 
eloquence and Orthodox commitment.

However, in the generation that was educated at the turn of the twentieth century, there 
emerged quite a different sort of polymaths: they could be called modern polymaths. For, each 
of them was a prominent specialist in his scientific area. But, that scientific area itself did not 
suffice for any one of them, seeing that the circumstances of their lives entailed relations between 
the scientific and public duties. By building the foundations for a whole array of institutions 
and scientific disciplines, driven by civic pride, they have created a quite special and new public 
consciousness: Ljubomir Stojanović, Jovan Cvijić, Bogdan Popović, Mihailo Petrović Alas, Jovan 
Žujović. Their polymathy was therefore of a higher order, since it marked the transition from 
one specialism to another. Characterized by a powerful methodological awareness – which guar-
anteed an expert focus – it was pervaded with a pronounced striving for cultivating the public 
sense of the general needs of the people and their culture, to lay the foundations for civil self-de-
termination. As if it were that only such polymaths were able to ensure a cultural shift towards 
the modern sense of the time.

It is without a shadow of a doubt that “what strikes one immediately about Slobodan 
Jovanović is the fact that he was a multi-faceted intellectual figure”.972 Certainly a model repre-
sentative of both foundational and modern polymathy, Slobodan Jovanović is a representative 

Ljubomir Stojanović, Jovan Cvijić, Bogdan Popović and Mihailo Petrović Alas



example of the polymathic relation towards literature, as well. Literature 
is not only an intellectual realm in which he could flourish with ease, this 
theoretician of the state and law, historian of political concepts, sociologist 
and analyst of totalitarianism, historian of Serbia in the nineteenth cen-
tury, chronicler of our parliamentary life, interpreter of Serbian national 
character. For, literature also represents a constitutive trait of his intel-
lect, it belongs to the nature of his reflective thought even in cases when 
Slobodan Jovanović ventured into some other scientific areas, especially 
when he was writing his historiographic works.

Hence, reflecting on the relation between Slobodan Jovanović and 
literature goes beyond thinking about him as a literary critic, because it 
leads one towards the elements that constitute the basic structure of his 
thought. It suggests, namely, that, through examining the characteristics 
embodied by Slobodan Jovanović as a literary critic, we could discern the 
constants of the intellectual character of this eminent legislative, political 
and historical writer. It further entails that he – leaving the mark of his 
intellect in the literary works – thus wrote out a specific definition of his 
worldview and, consequently, his – predominantly historical – narrative 
about the world.

Before identifying the specific traits that refer us to the intel-
lectual character of Slobodan Jovanović, we could trace the outlines of 
a general view of the place of literature in his work. Being an indisput-
able and representative canonizer of Belgrade style, he – as a contribu-
tor and subsequent editor of Srpski književni glasnik (Serbian Literary 
Herald), its totum factum – was a creator of literary taste. That would 
be the public aspect of his polymathy, which helps us realize what was 
the role of literature in the development of civic spirit, how literature 
got incorporated into a broader cultural base, how striving for a cultural 
pattern was significant for the complete shift in understanding literature 
brought about by Srpski književni glasnik. Even though the impossibility 
of a Yugoslav cultural pattern had been recognized even in the literature 
of the first half of the twentieth century, the awareness of a fatal lack 
of a Serbian cultural pattern – displayed in the interwar period – was 
to crystallize as late as during the emigration of Slobodan Jovanović. It 
seems as if it led him to reexamine the role of literature and writers in 
shaping the Serbian cultural pattern.973

Apart from the public aspects of Jovanović’s reflections on lit-
erature, his experience as a literary critic suggests a number of intrinsic 
properties of his intellect. This means that a literary critic has got two 
facets that are characteristic of a polymath: there is a public aspect of his 
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role, which lies in defining the cultural areas and tastes, singled out and 
labelled by him in this role, and there is an intimate, inner world of his 
intellectual preoccupations, which is in somewhat strained relation to the 
outer, public character.

The literary thought of Slobodan Jovanović is preoccupied with 
the world and Serbian literature in parallel. It is these constant parallels in 
the polymath’s literary consciousness that have a special significance for 
the public aspect of a literary critic, since they transpose Serbian litera-
ture to a much wider area and to a high standard, which entails that they 
affect its historical deprovincialization: as exemplified by Ljubomir Nedić 
and Bogdan Popović.974 Still, this incessant consciousness about Serbian 
literature suggests there is another focus in the polymath’s literary crit-
icism, a focus that prevents the loss of consciousness about history and 
about sensing the world subjected to scrutiny, so that the critical attitude 
towards Serbian writers is wont to be followed by an awareness of the 
world-class level of achievements of some of them: just like Bogdan Pop-
ović singles out Njegoš and Laza Lazarević.975

The intrinsic aspect of the literary criticism of Slobodan Jovano-
vić evidently modifies the already formed preconceptions about his public 
role. Who were the writers that he singled out on the horizon of world lit-
erature? Swift, Voltaire, Stendhal, Zola, Ibsen, Meredith, Proust. What are 
the specific features of Stendhal’s narration? “Stendhal’s novels are based 
on minute, accurately observed details, and yet they seem abstract; great 
passions boil in them just like in Shakespeare and Balzac, but the tone of 
narration is cold and prudent like that of the French classics of the seven-
teenth century: it is an utterly odd mixture of life and logic.”976 In finding 
out about the mixture of life and logic we recognize that which is relevant 
for the historiographic vision of Slobodan Jovanović.

For, even in such vision there is an intersection between what be-
longs to immediate experience and to sensory dispersion of the flow of 
life and what is unveiled by the spirit of rule and order in all the human 
multitudes: “it is easy to note what can be seen, but hard to see what is 
worth noting”.977 The very convergence of the dispersed insignificancies, 
in which pulsates the living rhythm of an era, and seemingly invisible log-
ic, which is evidenced in them, produces some sort of a narrative con-
trast. That contrast – even as early as in Vuk978 – enables a caricatural 
perspective in the historiographic narration about Serbian history of the 
nineteenth century.

Describing the act on associations, Slobodan Jovanović narrative-
ly merges the legislative content with its impact on our milieu: when the 

Stendhal (real name Mary-Henri 
Beyle, 1783–1842) 
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act on associations was passed “registering with burial and wedding societies was a very easy af-
fair”, so there were “marriages made only for the sake of the marriage tax; as soon as it had been 
payed out, the marriage would be dissolved. The burial societies fared even worse. Whoever had 
an old man or woman in the family, hastened to register them with the burial society, even with 
several societies at once. The death of the registered elderly was eagerly awaited as a merry fam-
ily event; it is not impossible that, as was expected, in that eager anticipation some old granny 
or other even got strangled.”979 In such caricaturish portrayal we can see a narrative distancing, 
placing oneself in a way not only above the situation, but also above the law. This is a thoroughly 
literary perspective, intrinsic to Stendhal, but at the same time fused with the intellectual curios-
ity of Slobodan Jovanović.

Within extracting the literary properties of George Meredith’s novels emerges an undis-
puted ideal of clarity: “For his ill fate Meredith has himself to blame up to a certain point. He 
has got one great flaw: he lacks clarity. The narrator, he talks not only in an uninteresting, but 
also in an unintelligible way.”980 This Cartesian consciousness belongs to the public aspect of 
the polymath’s work in criticism, it reveals what image he wanted to make an essential image of 
our literary and cultural pattern. However, quite dissimilar to it is his awareness of irony: “His 
personal reflections are interwoven into his analyses, and those reflections are of an ironic vein. 
He views his characters from an Olympic height. He said once that mankind represents an ‘ex-
tremely ironic parade with the laughter of the gods in the background’. In his analyses one can 
invariably hear that resounding laughter of the gods.”981 Being aware of irony permeates the 
polymath’s self-definition. For, irony is not only important for his inner image but also for his 
narration, which stems from his understanding of the world and man. It is owing to this that 
Slobodan Jovanović could in his historiographic works take up the very standpoint of Meredith 
that he described in such detail: he also views the historical characters he writes about “from an 
Olympic height”, it is only that in lieu of the “laughter of the gods” his reader can hear the laugh-
ter of a modern rationalist and sceptic. What kind of laughter is it?

It is subordinated to irony, which seems to be the basic intellectual viewpoint of the his-
torical narration of Slobodan Jovanović. For, his irony is not derived from rhetorical procedures: 
even when it is a literary procedure, it is a fruit of an intellectual process. The literary procedure 
as such is made possible in historical narratives as a result of an intellectual stance whose ema-
nation is irony itself. It is as if our polymath – like a novelist – possessed a global ironic picture. 
If his irony – which can be traced back to a provincial spirit, the category of nonsensicality, the 
anthropological character of criticality and criticism, the intellectualism and rationality – has a 
certain goal, where does it come from? What could it be based upon?

For, the only thing the protagonists of a historical narrative cannot seem to liberate them-
selves from by any means is the powerful irony that envelopes them: and, let it be noted, whether 
they are objects or subjects. Irony would, thus, represent some sort of a narrative or pre-narrative 
force permeating the whole narration, as an all but absolute subjectivity or incalculable eternity: 
as – in line with Serbian civic tradition – in the novelistic perspectivism of Borislav Pekić. The 
fact that it is reasonable to assume that the ironic mode is dominant in the spirit of our polymath, 
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that his narration, underneath its pronounced multi-facetedness, can uncover crystallized forms 
of thinking, which do not only revolve in alternate series but also cluster into semantic cores, 
is suggested by a decidedly civic-minded – in terms of ideas and ideologies alike – character of 
Slobodan Jovanović. In the light of that fact may lie a sense of a certain privileged viewpoint 
from which the world that is the subject of narration is incessantly ironicized: perhaps a reflex of 
that viewpoint is hidden in some rhetorical question, in some persiflage, in the implicitness that 
enables literary procedures to actually appear in historical narration.

There is, however, a specific contiguity between the ironic perspective and ancient ideal 
that resides in the critical consciousness of Slobodan Jovanović. For, the sense of irony of this 
polymath belonged to the high ancient consciousness, from which sprang Socrates’ irony, and 
not to the late ancient consciousness, which can be found in Pyrrho. What does that mean? 
Irony is a high consciousness of the spirit, and not a lowly passion of mockery. Slobodan Jova-
nović – albeit a modern thinker, sceptic and rationalist – had the capacity to feel a heavy hand 
of faith in a literary work, to grasp what is inexorable in a hero and in the world. Hence, he 
recognizes that mechanism in Meredith: “Meredith also shows himself to be a poet in the great 
tragic scenes of his novels. That master of the comic tone manipulates the tragic tone with equal 
assuredness. In his tragic scenes there is not an ounce of declamation, sentimentality, of Dick-
ens’ or Daudet’s tearful touchingness. In their stead, that eerie simplicity and peacefulness, that 
silent terror in the face of ‘the seriousness of life’, such as are found in the ancient Greek tragic 
playwrights.982 This fusion of the tragic and comic tone seems like an intersection of classical 
and modern affection in the polymath’s mind: a spirit that vibrates from such diverse stimuli 

From left to right: (standing) Mile 
Pavlović Krpa, Atanasije Šola, Radoje 
Domanović, Svetolik Sveta Jakšić, Ljubo 
Oborina, Rista Odavić and Jovan Skerlić; 
(middle row) Slobodan Jovanović and 
Milorad Mitrović; (sitting) Svetozar 
Ćorović, Simo Matavulj, Aleksa Šantić 
and Janko Veselinović. Photo taken in 
the early 20th century. 
(AS PO 116-90) 



must be a spirit of well-cultivated modern sensibility and a sturdy classical 
determination. Thus, his irony – even though it belongs to the civic aspect 
of his personality – does not reside in the properties of a liberal ironist 
that is a “typical modern intellectual, and only those societies that give 
him free rein to articulate his alienation from them are truly liberal”.983 It 
arises from his polymathic systematicity. For, a sense of silent terror takes 
one to the most far-reaching echoes of the ancient ideal, and thus our 
polymath identifies such tone even in Njegoš: “The most elevated points 
in The Mountain Wreath (Gorski vijenac) are held in that atmosphere of 
elusiveness of historical fate and inexplicableness of man’s duties. It is the 
same hand of fate that can be felt in the works of the ancient Greek tragic 
playwrights – and in Njegoš there is something of Aeschylus.”984 To feel 
the hand of fate means to experience existence in a fateful-tragic, and not 
in a liberal-ironic manner.

Irrespective of his closeness to the polymaths with whom he 
strived to strengthen the foundations of the Serbian cultural pattern, Slo-
bodan Jovanović invariably managed to preserve his own ambivalence 
in literary reviews, to be both modern and traditional, both ironic and 
drawn by the ancient sense of fate. It meant that he succeeded in keeping 
his intellectual independence. The said autonomy of his own judgement 
is the most conspicuous in his writings about Laza Kostić. Writing about 
the poet’s Book on Zmaj (Knjiga o Zmaju), which had incurred all kinds 
of odium, Jovanović did not succumb to the exigencies of the situation, 
but he maintained his composure and distance in assessing the qualities 
of the debating challenge posed by the great poet. Writing about Sam-
son and Delilah, at a time when the modernist generation was placing 
great emphasis on the new birth of the old poet, Jovanović persists in his 
otherness, thus embarking on detailed and precise analyses of the biblical 
background of this Romantic poem, in the investigations that presuppose 
a great poetic value rather than announce it.

The sense of classical proportion of man’s passage through time 
helps us understand that the writings of Slobodan Jovanović convey a 
pronounced distance in relation to the individual egoism, just like the 
modern culture appears there in references to a period of time marked 
by softness of character. That would point to a political conservative. Yet, 
political avant-gardism and anti-traditionalism does not necessarily entail 
the artistic one: a man may be a political anti-traditionalist, and in his ar-
tistic sense a distinguished follower of traditional stereotypes.985 Just like 
it might as well be the contrary: is it accidental that Slobodan Jovanović 
– as early as in 1922 – describes Proust’s novel as “a novel without action”, 
his style as “a style that is suggestive rather than fully informative”, since 

Laza Kostić (1841–1910) 
(LSASA F-229/4 )
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Proust “would like to register nebulous tremors, to discern hardly noticeable 
nuances, to capture those subtle intimate impressions that we are barely con-
scious of ”?986 What enables him to do it is his modern-ironic sense, which 
does not abate even when Serbian literature is in question.

There are two aspects to it: by the concept of civic tolerance it is tied 
to the traditional code of conduct, while existentially and historically it reach-
es the modern forms of experience. It was easily detectable relatively early on, 
seeing that Slobodan Jovanović pointed out – as a drama critic in 1894 – that 
“what is by far the most intriguing in Ibsen’s theatre are undoubtedly the 
women”,987 only to gradually discover something traditional and general, like 
a principle, in the female protagonists, but also something avant-garde and 
singular, like an emotional coldness, in them. Thus, he opted for describing 
them in two possible registers, because he assessed that they participate in 
two different kinds of experiencing the world. The duality of his outlook, as 
well as behaviour, remained his permanent intellectual and existential char-
acteristic. Thus, at a time when he was writing an introduction to a collec-
tion of stories of Dragiša Vasić, our polymath not only displayed his ability 
to assess modern values, but he also demonstrated a model example of civic 
tolerance and support. For, who is Dragiša Vasić at the moment in which the 
introduction to Extinguished Candles (Utuljena kandila) is being written by 
Slobodan Jovanović? A leftist, but of which kind? This republican defended 
Spasoje Stejić, who made an attempt on the life of king Aleksandar and edited 
a leftist and republican paper Progres (Progress). And what did he write in it? 
He asserted – in an open letter of protest addressed to the Minister of De-
fence, aiming at the ruling political elite of the regent’s state – that “following 
the liberation [...] without the slightest need [...] the officers of the former 
Austro-Hungarian army have been hired without any criteria”. Among them 
there were also those who were “the biggest criminals of this nation”. And 
they received a medal “which the tormented Serbian officers were to get only 
after the seven years’ bloody service”. It was those newly hired officers, meant 
to provide support for the dinasty, and not for the people and the state, that 
got promoted without any justification. It was an especial humiliation “that 
resulted in resignations submitted by a considerable number of officers of the 
old army and that is sure to have dire consequences”.988

In these assertions we can see a devastating criticism of state pol-
itics, personal prowess, a sense of justice and a decidedly patriotic feeling. 
The paper Progres was banned. And none of that bothered Slobodan Jova-
nović.989 He spotted with precision the modernity of a new feeling about 
the world that was reflected in a looser narrative composition and an over-
wrought narrative impressionism as an equivalent to a nervous rhythm of 
the post-war generations.990 It was an art form in which not only one form 

Dragiša Vasić (1885–1945), 
Serbian politician, academician, 
writer and the vice president
of the Serbian Cultural Club

322



of consciousness but one whole microcosm of values became stratified, as it 
was not supposed to fall completely apart but to be transposed into a mod-
ernist horizon of experience.

In order for the epochal and poetical transition itself to take place, it is 
necessary that there should be multiform tolerance, the capacity of the society 
to endure their own negation, to assimilate it and acquire a new form, as well 
as that the perspectivization of tradition be carried out in accordance with the 
development and achievements of an individual talent. Slobodan Jovanović 
himself had a sense of such historical and esthetic shifting. He “used to say that 
of all the writers that have emerged since 1918, only two are valuable, namely, 
Miloš Crnjanski and Rastko Petrović, because only they have talent, and all 
the rest is ephemeral.991 That is an outstanding testimony to the fact that the 
artistic sense of Slobodan Jovanović stood above his civic-minded outlook. It 
could also be recognized in his evaluation of Proust’s style, which is “subtle, 
subdued, as if it were made up of small dots: a style specially modulated to 
convey the most sophisticated nuances of feelings and to capture what is most 
momentary in our impressions.992 He identifies and accurately describes these 
features of modernity in style, even when the same features appear in Serbian 
literature, although his evaluation is much more restrictive compared to a sim-
ilar stylistic procedure in world literature.993 Even though he could not have 
been prone to the radical defeatism of modern spirits in literature in the after-
math of the Great War, yet he singled out none other than those two writers 
who, with their literary radicalism and intellectual avant-gardism, provoked 
the resistance of our traditional and civic mentality.

It appears that he felt that the modern literary norm, established be-
fore World War I, had to be capable of undergoing the modernist negation: 
in the works of Crnjanski and Rastko Petrović, in Vinaver and Todor Mano-
jlović, in Nastasijević. For, only the interrelation between the norm and its 

Miloš Crnjanski (1893–1977)

Rastko Petrović (1898–1949), 
writer and diplomat, brother 
of Nadežda Petrović (National 
Museum: Nadežda and Rastko 
Petrović's Collection – Ljubica 
Luković's Legacy)
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negation, as a continual relation within culture, provides the stability and diversity of the cultural 
base. It entails that the artistic processes take place within the civic community: none of the Ser-
bian modernists had broken with tradition, but they perspectivized it in line with their world-
view; none of them had become communists, but they remained within the scope of the civic 
political orientations, only to be banished or marginalized – after World War II. The inability of 
the norm – as well as of the civic community, epitomized by Bogdan Popović994 – to internalize 
negation, to split themselves from within to an extent sufficient for providing an effective pres-
ence of subversiveness in the artistic sense – the one cultivated at the margins of consciousness 
by Slobodan Jovanović – and thereby create a dynamic content of the cultural base, brought 
about a phenomenon that turned the negation within the civic society into the negation of that 
society as a whole: as with communists who “devastated the established values in all areas of the 
intellectual life, and consequently in literature, as well”.995

Thus, our surrealist poetic orientation, having declared that “the language of becoming 
[...] can be understood only through the dialectic materialism”,996 announced “the collapse of the 
modernist literature”,997 which – as it “holds onto the same material-social infrastructure”998 – 
cannot function “when the world has turned upside down”.999 They sensed the relation between 
the modernists and tradition, as a relation leading to the perspectivization and transformation 
of Serbian civic tradition, remarking that “the modernist gentlemen are in the service of tra-
dition”.1000 Some of that was also sensed by Slobodan Jovanović. He belonged to the modern 
polymathic generation, represented by Srpski književni glasnik, in which an appreciation of west-
ern values was almost devoid of inner distance and self-consciousness, because that generation 
“could not help being more susceptible to the beautiful than to the ugly side of the western cul-
ture”.1001 Yet, the modernist literary generation – as an eminently western generation – had been 
developing precisely those elements of self-consciousness that led to the creation of values within 
the tradition, as well: they thus discovered the medieval past, the polymaths of the eighteenth 
century, the resurgence of Romanticism.

Slobodan Jovanović himself spotted the inner tension between the generations in one 
culture, and in relation to that he pointed out that “our first generations that have been educated 
abroad and learned about the west”, albeit “of western mindset, they have remained emotionally 
attached to the patriarchal life”.1002 In this appraisal, in the intellectual distance that occasioned 
it, there seems to lie a hint that his generation – with reference to its representatives, the modern 
polymaths – departed from such legacy. However, Slobodan Jovanović seems to have sensed that 
the poetics of Srpski književni glasnik absolutized what it had adopted, so that it was only the 
modernist generation that was expected – through poetic, but not cultural negation, for such 
a relation between successive modernist generations exists in other cultures, as well1003 – to 
create the modern resonance of our culture. As modernists in possession of a differentiated con-
sciousness, they had remained in tense relations with polymathic exponents and ideologists of 
modernism, only to be contradicted by the advocates of subsequent surrealist and social poetics 
in our culture.

What reflects the inner weakness of Serbian literary and cultural tradition is its inability 
to fully internalize a deep radicalism of the modernist challenge. For that reason, “the collapse of 



modernist literature” meant shaping the modern civic sensibility in the interests of straightfor-
ward revolutionariness and absolute negation: Serbian surrealists have all become communists 
– of salon or committed type – as “between left and right there is no ground for comparison”.1004 
Slobodan Jovanović himself had a sense of art that far surpassed the standards of culture he had 
been shaping. Therein lies the paradox of his polymathy.

Literary experience was therefore constitutive of Slobodan Jovanović’s thought. For, lit-
erary and critical thought revealed the multi-facetedness of his intellectual character: his feeling 
for a fateful rhythm of man’s pace in time; his irony that stems from that tragic sense of life, 
as man’s trait of a higher order and a response to such sense; his sharp esthetic sense, open to 
avant-garde and traditional values alike, for tradition just as much as for invention; his personal 
moral solidity and audacity in civic pride. These traits seem to point to how literary experience 
let the intellectual experience of moralists sink in the polymathic character of Slobodan Jova-
nović. It was one of the key topics of the generation of modern polymaths in our culture: many 
of them – Pavle Popović, Uroš Petrović, Bogdan Popović – were permanently preoccupied with 
the moralistic tradition. By carefully recording the traces of moralistic legacy in their works, Slo-
bodan Jovanović outlined those features that play a recognizable role in his intellectual profile.

Despite the fact that he has not displayed it ostentatiously, he exhibited a very strong 
presence of sincerity of conviction as an important feature of moralists.1005 In which area are we 
to look for it in the works of a thinker inclined to be ironic, one that was able to keep his dis-
tance in the face of authoritiy and power, of populism and communism? It did not arise from 
his conservative and national-liberal ideological views, and neither could it have been based on 
his sceptical and ironic ideas: in the former case, because he did not form his convictions in a 
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dogmatic manner; and in the latter, because sincerity is always under suspicion in the presence 
of irony, even when the sincerity of irony is in question. However, the sincerity of conviction, as 
an important feature of the moralists, was formed in the polymathy of Slobodan Jovanović, as it 
belonged to his belief in the significance of culture in the individual1006 and social life.1007 As in 
that respect he did not show the slightest aberration, it is a matter of course that literature – as 
one of the dominant forces in Serbian culture – played a significant role in his moralistic view 
of man and the world.

If we were to adopt his division of moralists into those that are predominantly psy-
chologists and those that are predominantly sociologists,1008 we could then infer that Slobodan 
Jovanović principally belonged to the moralists that he has defined as sociologists. His observa-
tion – in accordance with the profession of a lawyer and vocation of a historian – was primarily 
external, realized in the evaluation of different mentalities and customs, as well as of a gallery 
of various human types. However, it is precisely in these features that we recognize how literary 
experience made him a moralistic psychologist, as well. It had turned his spirit towards internal 
observation: traces of that introspection, in which one can find “what belongs to humanity at 
large”,1009 are implicitly present and discreetly interspersed throughout his judgements about 
literature and his historiographic narration. Only by carefully segmenting the layers that the con-
tact with literary experience heaped upon the intellectual character of Slobodan Jovanović does 
it transpire what the anthropological depth was of his moralistic seedlings.

The literature as such helps us therefore to identify the features of the polymathic im-
pulse in the works of Slobodan Jovanović. It points, furthermore, to the manner in which layers 
of the moralistic legacy exist in his thought: the sincerity of conviction and the sociological 
feature. It demonstrates how – underneath these features – lie multiple layers of the psycholog-
ical legacy of the moralists, whose insights represent an anthropological foundation of a very 
complex intellectual creation. All this diversity uncovers a modern polymath as a consummate 
expression of Serbian civic culture. It uncovers him in a way that cannot be overseen: whether 
we are with or without a ruler, with or without awareness about our language, with a sense that 
we have a homeland or that it is simply gone.

Translated by Tanja Ružin Ivanović


