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Becoming a Partisan in the Short Stories by Milka Zicina
and Nadezda lli¢ Tutunovié

Stanislava Baraé

Engaged Women's Literature and the Topic of Underground Resistance
in the Second World War Historical Accounts

Three post-WW1I short stories written by Milka Zicina and Nade#da Ilié Tutunovié stand
out within the literary corpus defined as engaged women's prose (Bapah 2019). As part
of the Yugoslav social literature movement, this corpus can be easily followed from the
mid-1930s to the mid-1950s or even later. The three selected short stories differ from other
narratives of the epoch by the topic: they describe the inclusion of very young girls in the
antifascist resistance movement before the beginning of WWII and during the Nazi oc-
cupation of Yugoslavia, respectively. Unlike some stories of the same authors, primarily
those that had the potential to politically activate their readers in the leftwing-feminist
political direction (by representing the double exploitation of women and girls in capital-
ist patriarchy), the three selected stories written after WWII achieve something else in
a political sense. They present and describe the process of young women’s political self-
awareness developing. In this case, that process takes not only an anti-capitalist but also
a clear antifascist form. Simultaneously, these narratives mark the beginning of the pro-
cess of cultural remembrance of the partisan and antifascist struggle in the new state.
Since they were written after the war and depict characters preparing to join the People’s
Liberation Struggle, these stories are associated with the phenomenon of partisan art
but cannot be entirely subsumed under this concept.

What emerges unequivocally from these stories, however, is the correspondence of
one of their narrative meanings to the same understanding formulated by the historians
Ivana Panteli¢ and Rade Ristanovi¢ (2022): that both girls and women communist sympa-
thisers and the official members of the League of Communist Youth of Yugoslavia (Savez
komunisticke omladine Jugoslavije, SKOJ) had already become partisans by performing
underground activism during the occupation of Yugoslavia, even before entering armed
military units. In other words, engaged women’s literature memorialised phenomena
that would be thematised decades later by historians in their attempt to understand the
role of different agents in the resistance movement.
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For precisely this reason, Panteli¢ and Ristanovi¢ polemicise with previous Yugoslav
historical accounts which included only women active in the partisan units into the cat-
egory of partisan women: women fighters, medical doctors, and nurses.' Besides these
categories, two historians have noted the work of (women) underground activists in the
occupied towns and villages, including even the housewives who helped them, as an in-
tegral part of the partisan struggle. In other words, there were many forms in which
girls and women actively participated in the underground resistance movement. Pan-
teli¢ and Ristanovié¢ did not separate it from the armed partisan struggle. One of the rea-
sons for such an approach is implicit in the motto of their article. The following sentences
are taken from the memoirs of Vera Crvencanin, an underground communist activist in
towns at the beginning of the war and partisan fighter later during the war: “You are a
hunted beast here. Out there, in the forest, you are a free man! You become a human be-
ing again! The certainty of equal struggle with the enemy awaits you” (Crvencanin 2012,
123; italics from the original; transl. S. B.).”

Authors equate underground and partisan struggle both implicitly and explicitly, re-
lying on the two concepts formulated by French historian Claire Andrieu: first, the con-
cept of the resistance at home (Andrieu 2000, 17), and second, the maximalist definition
of the concept of the battlefield, which authors apply specifically to the resistance move-
ment in the Nazi-occupied city of Belgrade:

The “battlefield” became everything that surrounded Belgrade citizens, men and
women. Every time one provided shelter to other fellow fighters or any kind of help
to communist activities, all that represented the “battlefield”. Housewives remained
housewives, mothers, and spouses, but they have now supplemented their basic
identities with their illegal, antifascist activities. That is one of the specificities that
WWII and illegal work introduce to the history of war politics. (Panteli¢ & Ristanovi¢
2022, 80; transl. S. B)

However, we must remember that Andrieu’s research and conclusions are primarily re-
lated to the resistance movement in France. Her concepts cannot, therefore, be com-
pletely analogous to the occupied Yugoslav territory, where there was not only an under-
ground resistance movement but also a people’s uprising and an organised antifascist
army (People’s Liberation Army, or Partisans).

At the same time, I argue that the inclusiveness of Andrieu’s interpretation of resis-
tance gives universal meaning to her concept and that it should be, with all the required
local corrections, applied to the understanding of antifascist resistance globally. A fortu-
nate circumstance is that the previously mentioned women’'s memoirs and their engaged
prose provide the memory of young girls and women underground activists in such a way
thatitenables today’s researchers to take advantage of the described inclusive approach.

1 They polemicise with Jelena Batini¢ for neglecting undergorund activists (see Batini¢ 2015) and
criticise Barbara Jancar-Webster for devoting so little space for women undergound communist
activists in the Revolution (see Jancar-Webster 2009).

2 Inthe original: ,Ovde si progonjena zver. Tamo, napolju, u Sumi, tisi slobodan ovek! Postajes pono-
vo covek! Ceka te izvesnost ravnopravne borbe sa neprijateljem* (Crvencanin 2012, 123; italics from
the original). Translations in the article are mine unless noted otherwise.
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Another approach and concept that connects historical accounts with literature is
Walter Benjamin's practice and theory of storytelling, especially his endeavor to write
an “emblematic history of the recent past” (Kirst 1994). In analysing the three short sto-
ries, I therefore use the term and concept of the emblem in Walter Benjamin’s sense.
In 1923, Walter Benjamin began to publish in German periodicals short narratives la-
belled as ‘Denkbilder’, in literature in English translated as ‘figures of thought’, ‘dialec-
tical images’, and ‘script-images’ (Jennings & Doherty 2008, 170) or understood as ‘di-
alectical tales’ (Friedlander 2020). After the writing practice, Benjamin explained what
this emblematic short narrative means, i.e. the emblenr's meaning and function in sto-
rytelling. In short, the emblem is a motif or a light motif of the short story, such as the
handkerchief in Benjamin’s explanatory theoretical essay (Benjamin 1999), or an image
(mentioned ‘script-image’) that helps the storyteller to unify the meaning of the narra-
tion and settle the story not only into the human history but also into “the history of the
nature”, as he further elaborated in other essays on storytelling (for example see: Benja-
MuH 2016).> As Jennings and Doherty point out, “Benjamin believed that an emblem and
emblematic storytelling, or a ‘script-image’, is uniquely capable of producing kinds of
meaning that are otherwise inaccessible or unrepresentable” (Jennings & Doherty 2008,
170). I believe these concepts are suitable for interpreting short stories with a tendency
towards reportage or the feuilleton genre, which Yugoslav left-feminist women writers
wrote during Benjamin’s period (the 1920s and 1930s). They also apply to the later short
stories of those who survived the Second World War. Milka Zicina and NadeZda Ilié Tu-
tunovi¢ — together with Frida Filipovié, Jelena Bilbija, and Mila Dimi¢ — belong to this
group of authors and storytellers (Bapah 2019). Their similarities in storytelling are cru-
cial to the argumentation of this thesis and will be stressed in further analysis.

Brave, Humble, and Independent: “Girls from Konéarev Kraj” by Milka Zicina

The topic of the short story “Devojke iz Koncareva kraja’ (“Girls from Koncarev Kraj”)
by Milka Zicina is the role of the Yugoslav revolutionary youth in the awakening of the
class consciousness of other young people, workers, and peasantry during the 1930s. The
short story was initially published as reportage in the newspaper Rad: organ Jedinstvenih
sindikata i namestenika Jugoslavije (Labour) in 1949 and later published in 1950 in a collec-
tion of short stories entitled Penopmaxce (Reportages). The specificity is that very young
girls represent this youth on the very border between childhood and adolescence. The two
protagonists are girls Danica and Narandza, 14 and 16 years old, from Kon¢arev Kraj. The
place is even more concretised: near Babin Potok, a small village on the road to Plitvice
Lake in Lika, Croatia. These girls from the social margins are depicted as particularly
brave and self-conscious. Nobody will dare to attempt to take down the red flag which
they will put on the top of the highest fir tree in the area (during May Day celebrations),
and nobody will succeed. It will turn out that nobody has the same courage or tree-climb-
ing skills.

3 For more, see: Kirst 1994; Benjamin 1999; Jennings & Doherty 2008; beHjamun 2016; Friedlander
2020. For the interpretation of selected Yugoslav short stories in this manner see: Bara¢ 2018.
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Milka Zicina was — as we can read from her later testimony (the interview Marko
Nedi¢ conducted with her in 1972, published in 2002) — inspired by the real young girls
from Koncarev Kraj. As previously mentioned, that is not in the least surprising because
this story was published as reportage in a syndicalist paper. Milka Zicina was closely con-
nected with these girls, although they did not have a chance to meet in person. As she
testifies:

| own from that time a letter from an unknown girl, Draga Bogdanovi¢ and Naranca
Koncar, the daughter of Petar Koncar, Rade Koncar’s brother, from Lika, Vrhovina. We
met Petar Koncar earlier in Luxemburg. That Naranéa girl later became a commissar of
the famous Girl’s troop, in which the fighterJovanaka Broz also was, and its commander
Micun Saki¢. In that letter, the girls ask for my address in case | am the same person
who was in Luxemburg in 1930. They mention that | helped them with my articles in
Woman Today to begin the fight for freedom and the transformation of social relations.
That letter was sent to Woman Today editorial staff in 1939. (Zicina 2002, 311)*

The emblem of the story is the red silky flag on which the protagonists embroider the ham-
mer and sickle. As the narrative time in the “Girls from Koncarev Kraj” passes, the emblem
mentioned in Zicina’s short story, i.e. the symbol of the solidarity between industrial and
agricultural workers, becomes more and more visible. In 1939, the year in which the story
is set, this symbol did not only continue to signify solidarity but gained a new signifi-
cance — the alliance between these two classes due to the Popular Front strategy of the
Comintern, officially accepted in 1935. With this short story, Milka Zicina includes a new
and particular group in this alliance — revolutionary youth, which stems from both sub-
classes. Additionally, the embroidery motif generally operates in women's literature as a
metonymy of women's particular and autonomous creativity and here connotes women's
relative autonomy in an organised revolutionary work.

According to the situation, the two female protagonists easily hide that embroidery
work and equally easily return to it; they are also able to carry on with it because, as the
narrator describes, the male members of the community do not pay enough attention
to women's work.It was exactly within the same circumstances in the reality of the un-
derground practice of the 1930s (the Party male comrades were insufficiently interested
in the work of their female comrades) that young women managed to edit and design
— i.e. embroider - their antifascist magazines more or less autonomously: Zena danas
(1936-1940, Woman Today) in Belgrade, Zenski svijet (19391941, Women’s World) in Zagreb,
and Zena (1941, Woman) in Ljubljana.

4 “Imam iz tog vremena ijedno pismo neke nepoznate devojke, Drage Bogdanovi¢i Narance Koncar,
Cerke onog Petra Koncara, brata od strica Rade Koncara, iz Like, Vrhovine. Petra Koncara upoznali
smojos u Luksemburgu. Ta Naranca je kasnije bila komesar ¢uvene Devojacke Cete, u kojoj je borac
bila i Jovanka Broz a komandant Mi¢un Saki¢. U tom pismu devojke traze moju adresu, ako sam ja
ista li¢nost koja je bila1930. u Luksemburgu. Pominju da sam im ja pomogla ¢lancima u Zeni danas
dazapo¢nuborbu da se oslobode i da promene drustvene odnose. To pismo poslatoje1939. godine
redakciji Zene danas” (Zicina 2002, 311)
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The short story “Girls from Kon¢arev Kraj” begins with a lengthy description of nature
and its wonders. As [ understand it, it introduces the readers to the beauty of the world.
Zicina made it inseparable from the beauty of these young girls:

Like a bouquet of white flowers that the early spring sun has enticed, with its warm
caress, out of the seclusion of winter, the bosoms of the two girls gleamed white amidst
the newly verdant clearings. Next to the bushy hawthorns, the whiteness of the wide
sleeves of their shirts and their calico scarves stood out. They were sitting on the dirt,
on the karst of their rocky world. Spiky grass and saplings were bursting forth, juicy
and green, from beneath every stone; they snaked their way around boulders, taking
meager nourishment from beneath their heavy loads, but they poked up stubbornly,
and every year they were more powerful, patiently dissolving the rigid and seemingly
eternal stone massif. (Zicina 2023, 328; transl. John K. Cox)®

The beauty of nature here can be interpreted as a hint of beauty, strength, and inevitabil-
ity of social change — a change that is as inevitable as the breaking of fresh grass and
the young trees beneath the hardness of rock. The highest fir tree, “the pointed crown of
which towered over the entire region,” also serves, in my understanding of Zicina's text,
to symbolically conjoin the history of all the liberation movements in this micro-region.
The fir tree is also symbolically — I would argue based on the reading of Zicina’s corpus
- represented as a kind of witness of previous liberation, i.e. emancipatory movements
that came ‘from bellow’ that brought liberation from feudal serfdom, then national lib-
eration from the imperial state, and finally, the ‘witness’ of the ongoing movement that
brings class liberation within the frame of the one’s own nation-state.

In this story, Zicina plastically describes how subjugation in a feudal state and libera-
tion from it quickly turned into new class subjugation. In other words, how the oppressed
strata from one social order were almost spontaneously redirected into the same strata
in another, supposedly more just social order. Both by showing and telling this, she im-
plies that after the withdrawal of the Ottoman Empire from Bosnia and Herzegovina, the
issue of the military frontier in Croatia, which lost its defensive function to the Habsburg
Monarchy, remained open. It turns out that the problem and the question were the fol-
lowing: what should we do with all these people in the frontier (Krajina) as a workforce?
As a response, the Monarchy released emigration agents among this part of its vassal-
citizens to hire them into work — mainly in the mines - in the USA and Belgium.

While the character of the protagonists’ grandfather remembers that “when that fir
tree was a little girl, the farm labourers were ceasing to be serfs” (Zicina 2023, 332), the
two protagonist girls realise that “the things they had learned in secret, in small groups of
young people, about those distant times, were suddenly right there, next to them” (ibid.).
Zicina shows that two kinds of informal education, Marxist (illegal) education and oral

5 “Kao beli bokor cveca koje je rano proleéno sunce toplim milovanjem izmamilo iz zimske povu-
Cenosti, belela su se poprsja dveju devojaka u tek ozeleneloj prastaroj kréevini. Pored glogovog
grmica beleli su se Siroki rukavi njihovih koSulja i cicane marame. Sedele su na zemlji, na svom
kraskom, kamenom tlu. Ostra trava i mladice drveca izbijale su, socno zelene, ispod svakog kame-
na, ugibale se oko njega hranedi se oskudno pod njegovim teretom, ali su izbijale uporno, svake
godine sve snaznije, strpljivo rastocavajuéi naizgled veéno vezani masiv stene.” OKnuuna 1950, 5)
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history (in the form of grandfather’s telling), intersected when it comes to the revolution-
ary youth in the countryside. The knowledge they acquired in SKOJ circles and by reading
illegally shared literature intersected with the knowledge they obtained spontaneously
by ‘interviewing their housemates. What would become an important revelation for the
protagonists — through this kind of spontaneous and improvised ‘oral history method’ —
is the ‘youth avant-gardisnt and its continuity, which they belong to.

The term and notion of youth avant-gardism related to antifascism in Yugoslavia has
been recently introduced and discussed in Jelena Lalatovi¢’s monograph of 2023. In her
research of primarily communist/revolutionary youth periodicals, Lalatovi¢ noted the
continuity of emancipatory social processes in the Yugoslav space where youth (organi-
sations) played the avant-garde role. She draws the line from the United Serbian Youth
in the 1860s and 1870s (and similar movements within the Habsburg Monarchy led by
anticolonial ideas of national liberation) via Young Bosnia in the 1910s to the progres-
sive youth movement at the Belgrade University during the 1930s (mostly SKOJ mem-
bers). The concept of youth avant-gardism in Lalatovi¢’s interpretation implies that these
groups and movements represented leftist cultural avant-gards in particular historical
contexts.®

Among other things, Zicina represents in her fictional narrative the earliest youth
avant-gardism in Yugoslav space, which corresponds to the United Serbian Youth in Lala-
tovi¢’s understanding. It developed on Croatian territories of the Habsburg Monarchy at
the very end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century. As mentioned, Zicina
conveys this through the dialogue and connection between the two revolutionary gener-
ations:

“And the youth, Grandpa, did they sit this out?”

“The young people? Oh, my. Right in front of Kaiser Franc Josef himself, when he came
to Zagreb, they burned the Hungarian flag there by the statue of Jelaci¢. They forced
Khuen-Hédervary to abdicate his position as the viceroy of Croatia. They set it out, all
right like that!” (Zicina 2023, 336; transl. John. J. Cox).

As a whole, Zicina’s narrative is consistent in striking descriptions of the braveness, in-
dependence, humbleness, and dexterity of protagonists. The author outlines the image
of the girls who are, by having these features, in harmony with the nature that surrounds
them but in disharmony with patriarchy, which surrounds them entirely. In this story,
the physical dexterity has the same value as the psychological and political consciousness.
The depiction of these features is important; e.g. “Danica comes twirling up, as light as

6 Lalatovi¢ proposes a concept that could also have trans-epochal and trans-historical meaning: the
youth avant-gardism is connoted with organised young women and men who are the agents of
revolutionary change and by no means those who contest it or take part in maintaining the status
quo (Lalatovi¢ 2023, 9—10).

7 “—Aomladina, djede, je I mirovala?

— Mladez? E-eh! Bas pred samim carem Vranjom kad je dosa’ u Zagreb zapalila je MadZarsku za-
stavu pred Jelaci¢evim spomenikom! Naterali su Kuena da se digne sa hrvatske banske stolice! Eto
kako je mirovala!” OKnuuna 1950, 15)
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abird, and sits down on a wrinkled jacket [..]” (ibid., 330).® When the gitls are climbing
a tree to put the red flag, the storyteller describes: “Its bark, with its bulges and bumps,
accepted the agile soles of Danica’s feet as her muscular arms skillfully propelled her up-
wards, through the black branches and towards the crown” (ibid., 338).°

As a final result of the girl's action, from the dawn of May Day 1939 onwards, every-
body could see the red flag with the gold-yellow hammer and sickle. Although the police
would give the order to the inhabitants to put it down, nobody dared to do it. One of
the young men observed that he could not even climb to the top of the fir tree. The next
morning, the flag was no longer in its place anymore.

All the female characters’ traits — braveness, independence, humbleness, and dexter-
ity — which are presented as personal features of protagonists, whether related to their
psychological or physical/bodily experiences, in historical reality, played an important
role for the thousands of young women who joined the People’s Liberation Struggle in
Yugoslavia. They enlisted because they were conscious and brave and could carry out the
tasks of struggle. Besides that, they were physically strong and dexterous. This story can
complement the historical analysis of and add argumentation to, among others, Jancar-
Webster’'s Women & Revolution in Yugoslavia 1941-1945 (1990) and Batini¢’s Women and Yu-
goslav Partisans: A History of World War 11 Resistance (2015).

Young Girls and the Communist Resistance in Occupied Belgrade:
Short Stories by Nadezda Ili¢ Tutunovi¢

The literary analysis in this case could start with historical analysis and statistical data,
which imply that schoolgirls (under 18 years old) made up 32.14% of all women in the com-
munist resistance in Belgrade (Panteli¢ & Ristanovi¢ 2022, 79). This figure makes them
twice as numerous as female university students (from 18 years old and above). Pantelié
and Ristanovi¢ believe that such a percentage is expected given the small number of fe-
male university students in the general population, but also because — since the Univer-
sity was practically closed — most of the female students returned to their homes outside
of Belgrade (ibid., 79). On the other side, many female communist students, as is well-
known, were arrested by the Gestapo and Special Police of the so-called Territory of the
Military Commander in Serbia; this led in many cases to the execution by shooting or
death by beating during the investigation, while some of them managed to escape im-
prisonment and join partisan military units.

Consequently, I argue that the sense of the duty of resistance in Belgrade has neces-
sarily been handed down from generation to generation. In the short stories “With the
First Snow” and “The Magic Fir Tree”, NadeZzda Ili¢ Tutunovi¢ describes exactly this illegal
work of the youngest female population in the Belgrade resistance movement, girls from

8 “Danica doskakuta, laka kao ptica, sede na svoj zguzvani kaputi¢ [...]” (ibid., 7).

9 “[No kad su se sasvim priljubile uz njeno staro, ¢vornovato stablo, ona ih prijateljski prekri dubo-
kom crninom i] stade svojim ispupcCenjima na kori prihvatati gipke tabane Danicine i njene misica-
ve ruke koje su vesto i lako grabile uvis, u crnu krosnju, prema vrhu” (ibid., 17).
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14 to 18 years old. In their research, Panteli¢ and Ristanovi¢ imply under this category the
age from 14 to 21.

I argue that literature can act as a legitimate source of memorial culture and that it
is the memorial culture artefact itself. Accordingly, although literature cannot be a his-
torical source in a strict sense, it can nevertheless fill in certain gaps in both interdisci-
plinary academic knowledge and cultural remembrance. Literature often, as in the case
of NadezZda Ili¢ Tutunovié¢’s and other women's engaged fiction, plays the role of the first
public space where it is possible to speak about recent past suppressed, traumatic, or
tabooed experiences. At the same time, since prose genres are oriented toward the psy-
chological analysis of fictional characters, literature widens and deepens (ongoing and
later) historical records of historical events and processes in this regard.

In her 2022 article, historian Sanja Petrovi¢ Todosijevi¢ elaborated on how works of
art supplement historical accounts and even how some artists became ‘the first docu-
mentalists’ of particular events and war crime in the Spanish Civil War (e.g. Picasso with
his Guernica painting) and in WWII, such as Aleksandar Deroko’s with his “Sketch for
Hanging in Terazije Square on August 17, 1941” (Petrovi¢ Todosijevi¢ 2022, 256-258) and
Milos Baji¢ with his series of painting that document his stay in Banjica and Mauthausen
concentration camps (ibid., 265)."°

“With the First Snow”: emancipation from parents

The aforementioned theses are possible reasons why Nadezda Ili¢ Tutunovi¢ wrote her
short story “Sa prvim snegom” (“With the First Snow”) in 1953. Moreover, it is the rea-
son the narrative begins with a stream connected to the somewhat taboo societal group
in the first phase of state-building after the occupation, to a group of collaborators offi-
cially designated as domestic traitors. She specifically begins with the story of a mother
who is worried for her son Stole, the agent of the occupying police apparatus. Stole is the
one who carefully appends on the list the names of his young neighbours whom he will
send to torture and liquidation. The storyline about those collaborators with the fascists
is widely developed, and its characters are built to be as convincing and nuanced as the
protagonist’s story and character. As the plot develops, the schoolgirl Vera, her mother,
and her grandparents take over the narrative entirely. Similar to Zicina’s narrating de-
vice, 1li¢ Tutunovi¢ decided to initially frame her young female protagonist within the
picture of the beauty of the world. Just as in Zicina’s story, the girl belongs to the lower
class:

10 Historian Sanja Petrovi¢ Todosijevi¢ claims the following, taking Picasso’s gesture as the starting
point of her argument: “The backdrop of Spanish Pavilion at the World Exibition in Paris was dom-
inated by Picasso’s painting Guernica, as one of the most significant proofs of the fascist crimes in
Spain, whose policy would take its ‘toll’ throughout Europe and the world in the years to come.
Quite (un)expectedly, one painting would become not only an artifact of the War, which served as
a training ground for the murderous capacities of politics that would yet leave behind destroyed
cities and villlages, murdered people, but also an important message to all ‘future witnesses’ that
nothing should be ‘dropped off the table’ and remain unrecorded in the time to come.” (Petrovié
Todosijevi¢ 2022, 257)
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On that first white morning, in that remote part of the city, the wooden soles of the
shoes of cheerful pupils clattered. [...] Their clicking seemed to dispel the dreamy
beauty of this white morning, but that is why it brought life and a joyful moment to
the deadness of an occupation day. Standing by the window in her thin nightgown
patched in many places, still barefoot and with hair uncombed, Vera drank in the
magical image of her small garden and a part of a quiet street with a bright gaze.
Trembling from that sweet, youthful excitement that the first snow brings, she caught
all the sounds, voices, and shouts that came from the outside (Maunh-TytyHoBuh 1953,
60)."

Another similarity with Zicina’s representation of SKOJ girls is the problematisation of
formal and informal historical knowledge, especially when it is connected to liberation
movements or occupations. Vera is rethinking the history she learns in the school within
the educational program of the occupiers and their domestic collaborators. She then re-
members what she had been learning about the past in the Yugoslav capitalist monarchy.
Finally, she compares them both with the Marxist interpretation of history she learns at
illegal SKOJ meetings. Through Vera’s perspective, the author presents three versions of
the past as the school subject and three versions of history as a discipline in the human-
ities, portraying Vera simultaneously as capable of critically appraising the knowledge
offered to her from several sides.

However, the most valuable aspect of the story is the step-by-step description of the
process of becoming a member of the communist youth movement as the process of be-
coming a partisan. Nadezda Ili¢ Tutunovi¢ manages to broaden and deepen the picture
of this phenomenon, which documents or personal memoirs and testimonies alone. This
cannot be achieved when these are approached separately. As a work of narrative art, the
short story “With the First Snow” leads the readers through all the phases of schoolgirls
joining the resistance movement. First, they start in such secrecy that nobody, includ-
ing the parents, notices (that is why Ili¢ Tutunovi¢ does not depict the very beginning
of illegal work). Later on, they develop their work through common everyday activities
(learning together, exchanging notebooks, and using walks as the cover for transmitting
illegal material). Finally, when circumstances allow, they left their homes to join partisan
units. While the frame story starts by depicting collaborators’ characters, an inner plot
begins when the mother of the SKOJ schoolgirl discovers the medical equipment hidden
in their house. The mother instantly realises that her daughter put it there and knows all
too well what that means.

The relationship between mother and daughter plays a vital role in the intended nar-
rative message: through the dialogue of a worried mother and her daughter — full of love
but still determined to leave — the author expresses the high self-awareness of a young

11 “Uto rano zimsko, prvo belo jutro, kloparali su drveni donovi na cipelama veselih daka u tome
udaljenom kraju grada. [...] Njihovo kliktanje kao da je rasterivalo snenu lepotu ovoga belogjutra,
ali je zato unosilo Zivot i radosnu notu u ukocenost, u mrtvilo jednog okupacionog dana. Stojeci
kraj prozora u svojoj tankoj, na mnogo mesta zakrpljenoj spavacici, jo$ bosa i nerascesljane kose,
Vera je svetlim pogledom upijala u sebe ¢asrobnu sliku svoje male baste i jednog dela tihe ulice.
Ustreptala od onog slatkog mladalackog uzbudenja Sto ga nosi prvi sneg, hvatala je sve zvuke,

glasove i usklike, koji su dopirali spolja.” (Mauh TytyHosuh 1953, 60)
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girl about why she joined the Resistance. Moreover, in these dialogues between daugh-
ter and mother, and occasionally father, the author aspires to emphasise that mothers in
such cases were not just worried mothers. With her questions and points, Daughter Vera
made her parents understand that they made her the way she is, thanks to her upbring-
ing and the humanistic values they passed on to her. That is to say, their value system
taught her to opt for antifascism and active participation in the resistance movement
(TyrynoBuh 1953, 89).

These meanings of the story help us broaden and nuance conclusions drawn by Lju-
binka Skodrié¢ on the basis of a massive amount of research material. She argues that
“mothers generally protected children who showed affection or joined resistance move-
ments, even at the cost of their service, safety and life” and that “the protective attitude
of mothers towards their sons was also reflected in their efforts to intervene for their
protection, visiting military units, monitoring or even trying to prevent their mobiliza-
tion” (IlIxoxputh 2014, 358). Skodrié stresses the habit of living ‘through others’ and mak-
ing sacrifices as the primary motivation in mothers’ agency (ibid.). In this short story,
the mother in the same situation is represented as an educated and conscious commu-
nity member who behaves primarily as a sentimental parent due to her maternal in-
stincts. The mother does not behave as the ideological role model she used to be during
her daughter’s childhood, as her daughter reminds her (Mnuh Tyrynosuh 1953, 70). The
narrative meaning is even more complex: the author added yet another socio-psychologi-
cal phenomenon to it through the words of a highly intelligent and self-conscious young
girl: “But you forget an old truth, Mom, and I'll tell you again: parents very often don't
know their own children” (ibid.).”* This sentence describes the inevitable moment of ex-
pected emancipation of the youth from their parents and is related to the coming-of-age
narratives and genres. However, since this is about the revolutionary youth, the ‘usual
children’s emancipation coincides with the young female characters’ political emancipa-
tion in all three short stories.

At this point, it should be mentioned that memoirs of Yugoslav women revolutionar-
ies and partisans evoke this and similar moments of emotional separation from parents
and emancipation in the parent-child relationship (for example, see: Mutposuh 1953; Cr-
vencanin 2012; Mitrovi¢ 2023; Herman 2023). By describing in the previously mentioned
memoir Ima tako ljudi (2012, There are People Like That) an adequate moment in her own
revolutionary evolution, Vera Crvencanin wrote a sentence very similar to the character
of Vera in Tutunovi¢’s story: “Oh, my dear dad, have you ever thought about how much is
hidden between parents and children™ (Crven¢anin 2012, 59). While most of the parents
supported their (now grown-up) children, the case of Vera Crvencanin was aggravated
by the circumstance that her father was a general in the Yugoslav Royal Army and too
loyal to his anti-communist oriented colleagues: for this reason, he publicly renounced
his daughter who was uncompromisingly devoted to the Revolution (ibid., 63-95).

12 “Alisizaboravila jednu staru istinu, mama, i ja ¢u ti je opet reci: roditelji veoma ¢esto ne poznaju
svoju decu” (Manh TytyHosnh 1953, 70).

13 “Eh,dragi moj tata, jesiliikad razmisljao o tome koliko skrivenoga postoji izmedu roditelja i dece?”
(Crvencanin 2012, 59)
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After describing subsequent phases of underground work and all the family relations
and complex emotions involved, NadeZda Ili¢ Tutunovié¢ gradually leads readers to the fi-
nal moment in her short story “With the First Snow”. She depicts how a child, the more-
or-less average student in occupied Belgrade, becomes a partisan after a particular pe-
riod of underground actions (sometimes even a short one). In this case, Vera’s connec-
tion to SKOJ is Slavka, a girl older than her. Although it did not yet seem that Slavka and
Vera's time had come after a sudden police detection and exposure of one of the Belgrade
Youth's groups, Slavka and her comrades had to escape from Belgrade because they knew
they could be next. They also knew that somebody betrayed them or, in other words, that
somebody among them was an agent-provocateur. Since Vera is Slavka’s ‘right hand’, and
their sanitary material base is exposed as well, Slavka announces to Vera that she is the
next to escape from Belgrade and join partisan units. The dialogues tell the readers that
every detail of the illegal resistance movement and its connection to the People’s Liber-
ation Army was carefully planned and organised. Accordingly, Vera gets precise instruc-
tions from Slavka. Yet many things burden her: (not) saying goodbye to her parents, the
emotional weight of this traumatic separation, lots of self-dilemmas, as well as practi-
cal solutions for the first days after leaving the home (where to spend a few days in the
utmost secrecy before linking up with partisan liaisons?).

Only after the narrative embodiment of the given complex situation, Ili¢ Tutunovi¢’s
storyteller finalises the process of becoming a partisan with a description of the girl's
enthusiastic stepping into free territory and struggle:

And since she left behind the most dangerous places and mingled with dozens of un-
known women and children [..], Vera is already breathing evenly and almost joyfully.
Her cheeks and her thoughts gain wings. Oh, she does not forget that there are obsta-
cles. She foresees them in large numbers, and she worries slightly because they will
certainly come across them, even then, as she did not have time to guess. And yet, she
believes! And she walks easily and cheerfully as if to the beat of the music coming closer
and closer. She watches her movements only out of the corner of her eye; she maintains
her caution only out of the corner of her consciousness; otherwise, she is already walk-
ing through the free forests with a rifle on her shoulder, and all around her, everything
hums, and blares, and she is carried by the harmonious battle song from hundreds,
from thousands of young throats (ibid., 99)."*

14 “l posto je vec ostavila za sobom najopasnija mesta, i izmesala se sa desetinama nepoznatih ljudi
i zena, i dece, [...] Vera ve¢ dise ujednaceno i skoro radosno. Njeni obrazi se rumene, a njene misli
dobijaju krila. O, ona ne zaboravlja na prepreke. Ona ih predvida u velikome broju, ona po malo
strepi, jer svakako ¢e naiéi takve, i tada, kako se nije stiglo da pretpostavi. Pa ipak, ona veruje! |
koraca lakoibodro, kao po taktu muzike koja dolazi sve blize. Ona samo kraji¢kom oka pazi na svoje
kretanje, samo kraji¢kom svesti kontroliSe svoju opreznost; inace, ona ve¢ koraca po slobodnim
Sumama, sa puskom o ramenu, a svud oko nje bruji, jeci, nosije skladna borbena pesma iz stotina,
iz hiljada mladih grla.” (Mnuh TytyHoBKMA 1953, 99)
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“The Magic Fir Tree": From the experience of the occupation
to the revolutionary self-awareness

I'would argue that “Carobna jela” (1953, “The Magic Fir Tree”) also acts as a place of remem-
brance and a literary monument to the schoolgirls who organised themselves during the
occupation of Belgrade. In this case, Ili¢ Tutunovi¢ chose to depict not only the family
context of female youngsters’ resistance and their hostile neighbourhood but rather the
context of school, which used to be hostile and friendly at the same time since the teach-
ers were divided almost equally on both war sides. 1li¢ Tutunovi¢’s female protagonist,
Stanka, is ideologically and occupies the position of an activist between Zicina’s protago-
nists, Danica and NarandZa, on the one hand, and Vera from her own story, on the other.
Stanka did not belong to the SKOJ before the war; she was only favourably inclined to-
wards them. Therefore, the occupation experience finally motivated her to dedicate her-
self to communism and underground work.

While describing the plot of Tutunovi¢’s story in the following lines, I would like to
emphasise the key moments of developing young women's political self-awareness in a
particular situation. My analysis can contribute to and confirm already published syn-
thetic analysis that interconnects personnel and generational, immediate revolution-
ary experience with young women’s political and psychological awareness (see Grubacki
2020). As historian Isidora Grubacki explained, the group of young communist women
involved in the Youth Section belonged to the political generation of women for whom
the progressive student movement in the 1930s was a formative and common political
experience and who responded to the economic and political European and global crisis
of their time by conceptualising a new, left-feminist platform and intending to gather a
large number of women (Grubacki 2020, 46). Grubacki’s use of the concept of generation
is valuable for analysing the short stories by Milka Zicina and NadeZda Ilié Tutunovié. It
is “compatible with that of Karl Mannheim, for whom generations are, as summarized
by Sofia Aboim and Pedro Vasconcelos, ‘cultural constructs that involve historical partic-
ipation guided by individuals’ self-awareness” (ibid., 46).

At the beginning of Ili¢ Tutunovi¢’s short story “The Magic Fir Tree”, the protago-
nist Stanka is presented as a high-school student under suspicion of school authorities
for connections with SKOJ. The protagonist sits at the same desk with a side character,
Velinka, who has been arrested as an SKOJ member. The schools in occupied Belgrade
functioned as an extension of the Gestapo and Special police. The teachers were, accord-
ing to Nazi law, obliged to report suspicious pupils. Nadezda Ili¢ Tutunovi¢ convincingly
and with all possible nuances describes this situation. In the case of Stanka, the author
does not imply that family surroundings could be one of the reasons for the protagonist’s
ideological orientation and interest in the resistance movement. The author also does not
imply that her schoolmate Velinka decisively influenced her. The narration ensures the
readers that the protagonist’s decision resulted from her high self-conscience in imme-
diate contact with many aspects of the occupation. In an artistically delicate and bravura
manner, the girl protagonist’s core transition from an ordinary girl to a communist SKO]J
girl is presented as if it develops within a single day.

As readers, we are told that after Velinka’s arrest, besides and despite the ‘investi-
gatior’ in the school, Stanka often walks around the prison camp (Banjica) with other
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schoolmates or alone in the hope she will see Velinka behind the window bars and sent
her a hand waving. Stanka goes there “wishing to spend a few hours under the camp
walls, within their sight rage” (Mnuh Tyrynosuh 1953, 110).” With this small graphic ges-
ture (stressing the word using italics), the author implies that the protagonist already
supports SKOJ members imprisoned in the camp. I argue that this typographical word-
stressing signals to the reader how they are important to Stanka. However, it still does
not make Stanka an activist. As I understand it, the story suggests that attachment to
comrades is a precondition and a first step to becoming one. The crucial step will happen
the same day when the occupier posts the call to Belgrade citizens to collect the remains
of branches from the forest the occupiers had just cut down.

The narrator ironically but also explicitly explains that “there was much that pre-
vented an honest and intelligent man from taking advantage of the ‘generosity’ of the
occupier: he ‘gifted’ you your own trees and ornamental shrubs [...]” (ibid., 111).® Despite
the feeling of humiliation, the protagonist is compelled to comply for two reasons: her
parents need this deficit material to warm their home, and this call is another potential
opportunity — now, when there is no forest to hide her visits to the camp - to see Velinka
and comrades behind bars. Since the occupier “forces you to work as fast as possible with
the gun in his hand” (ibid.) during this forced action, Stanka meets an unknown woman,
amother whose son is imprisoned. In the further story development, this side character
of a mother will save Stanka from the possible attack by the police forces. Stanka also en-
counters her schoolmate Pera during this action. Pera and Stanka debate whether Velinka
is near them in Banjica camp or the Gestapo prison in the city centre (Pusina Street).
While Pera argues that Velinka is still in Du§ina Street, it turns out that Stanka has more
current information on Velinka’s transfer to Banjica.

As the story implies, all the circumstances stir feelings of resistance in the protag-
onist, and she begins to act in its name. At one moment, thinking that she saw Velinka
in the prison room, the protagonist takes out her red silky scarf and waves at Velinka
with a premonition that she sees an imprisoned girl waving back. This motif reminds
the readers of the red silky flag in Zicina’s story. However, that is not the only similarity
connected to this motif within this circle of selected short stories. Ili¢ Tutunovi¢ decided
to imply that the only tree left on the bare field after the occupier had cut the forestis a fir
tree. As the story develops, it will take the central emblematic position; namely, another
of Stanka’s risky decisions is to get to the small tree and wrap her scarf around it: “With
light, solemn movement she untied her rosy scarf and quickly wrapped it up around the
top of the gorgeousfir tree tying it in a tight knot” (ibid., 128).”

The last moment of Stanka’s initiation into communist activism happens, however,
on her way home with Pera. Pera asks Stanka if she has any idea at all what the signs that
the imprisoned girl was writing in the air mean:

15 “[U] Zelji da koji sat provede pod zidinama logora, na dometu njihovih pogleda” (Mnnh TytyHosuh
1953, 110).

16  “Biloje mnogo Cega $to je smetalo postenom i pametnom Coveku da se koristi ‘darezljivoséu’ oku-
patora: on ti je ‘poklanjao’ tvoje sopstveno drvece i ukrsano Siblje [...]” (ibid., 111).

17 “Onalaganim, svecanim pokretom razveza svoje ruzicasto Salce i brzo ga obavi oko vrha divnejele,
i veza ga Cvrstim ¢vorom” (ibid., 128).
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— No, Stanka said with a shudder and stopped, looking at him wide and imploringly.
—Those were the letters — quietly continues Pera, looking around and seeing that they
were alone, said clearly—S K 01J! (Ibid., 135)."

This dialogue represents Pera’s interrogation of Vera’s familiarity with the meaning of
the SKOJ abbreviation. Vera’s further reactions, which he reads from her gaze, show him
that she was familiar with it and had only pretended at first that she was not. This way of
eye communication, after which open conversation can follow, was schoolchildren and
young people’s way to enter underground work and illegal organisations.

At the end of the story, Stanka considers how she and Pera would organise further:
“Together, or on a shift basis, on certain days they will go around the thin fir tree and
put some kind of sign on the top. Let all those behind thick walls and iron bars know
that many young people respond to this great sign” (ibid., 137). However, if Nadezda Ili¢
Tutunovi¢ ended the story with the abbreviation and sign SKOJ - similar to many short
stories published in the early state-building period — it would be a more propagandist
text. I argue that she wanted to avoid this in this narrative, although she was not against
propagandistic literary work at that point.

That is why there is one more final paragraph that redirects the female protagonist —
aswell as the readers — to ordinary everyday life at the protagonist’s home (“sinking into a
sweet, deep sleep”) and to the emblem of the story, the image of the ‘magic’ small fir tree.
This tree becomes special because it bears the meaning of an underground activism spot
and medium. At the same time, I would argue that the picture of the fir tree remains
in our memory as a part of the simple landscape depiction of a tree in the meadow. In
this way, Nadezda Ili¢ Tutunovi¢ settled this story into human history equally as into the
history of nature, following Walter Benjamin's recipe for valuable storytelling.

Conclusion

The last sentences in the analysis enable us to draw one conclusion worth emphasising
regarding this article’s topic. The distinguished pictures and images, as well as the given
three short stories as a whole, represent ‘script-image’ in the meaning Walter Benjamin
gave to this kind of short narrative in his own practice of writing and his theoretical es-
says. These images, or emblems, remain in the reader’s memory long after having read
the short stories on becoming a partisan woman. In other words, the central and light-
motifimages — a fir tree and a red flag with an embroidered hammer and sickle - remain
as perceptible emblems that easily activate the overall meaning mediated by these short
stories in the readers’ minds. One of the core meanings in this respect is the demand for
the memory of young partisan women and the request to remember the process of the
development of their political self-awareness.

18 “—Ne!—lzusti Stanka uzdrhatlo, i zastade, gledajudi ga Siroko i molbeno.
—Ono su bila slova — tiho nastavi Pera, obazrevsi se pa, vide¢i da su sami, izrece razgovetno —S K
07! (ibid., 135).
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