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About the Book

In June 1934, W. B. Yeats gratefully received the award of a Goethe-Plakette from Oberburgermeister Krebs, four months after his early play The Countess Cathleen had been produced in Frankfurt by SS Untersturmfuhrer Bethge. Four years later, the poet publicly commended Nazi legislation before leaving Dublin to die in southern France. These hitherto neglected, isolated and scandalous details stand at the heart of this reflective study of Yeats’s life, his attitudes towards death, and his politics.

Blood Kindred identifies an obsession with family as the link connecting Yeats’s late engagement with fascism to his Irish Victorian origins in suburban Dublin and industrializing Ulster. It carefully documents and analyses his involvement with both Maud Gonne and her daughter Iseult, his secretive consultations with Irish army officers during his Senate years, his incidental anti-Semitism, and his approval of the right-wing royalist group L’Action Française in the 1920s. 

The familiar peaks and troughs of Irish history, such as the 1916 Rising and the death of Parnell, are re-oriented within a radical new interpretation of Yeats’s life and thought, his poetry and plays. As far as possible Bill McCormack lets Yeats speak for himself through generous quotation from his newly accessible correspondence. The result is a combative, entertaining biography which allows Ireland’s greatest literary figure to be seen in the round for the first time.
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Think where man’s glory most begins and ends
 And say my glory was I had such friends.

The Municipal Gallery Re-visited, 1937

It’s quite true what philosophy says, that life must be understood backwards. But then one forgets the other principle, that it must be lived forwards.

Søren Kierkegaard

No reasoning forward ever gives me a conviction.

W. B. Yeats
Letter to Ethel Mannin,
24 May 1937


Part One

The Death


In the Catacombs

‘The work is done,’ grown old he thought,

‘According to my boyish plan;

Let the fools rage, I swerved in nought,

Something to perfection brought’;

But louder sang that ghost, ‘What then?’

‘What then?’, 1937

Where shall the case be heard? Where shall judgment be given? These questions serve to underline the extent to which William Butler Yeats (1865–1939) employed questions as a vital part of his poetic style. They also recall the tone of earlier debates about his politics – the clash of prosecution and defence, quarrels about evidence, appeals for a higher hearing. Without (I think) exception, biographers have accepted that the context in which he should be considered is Irish, defined in such a way as to hold together a cultural nationalism at home and a socio-professional career in England. In other words, they have accepted Yeats’s own definition of his world.

With appropriate derogations for individual circumstances, that is our world also. Some readers of the poetry may never have set foot in Ireland, others may deplore nationalism, others again laugh at the coterie of titled nonentities with whom he associated in his last two decades. But all agree that his achievement should be measured by the standards or codes of these ‘places of interpretation’ which can be located on everybody’s map, located and revisited imaginatively or actually. An ordinary universe.

But Yeats did not restrict himself to this world, these ideas. For example, he held strong views on life and death. While few – if any – may share all of these, it would be a foolish biographer who ignored them totally. His sources were diverse and his allegiance far from unconditional. But for much of his life, he professed what is generally regarded as a spiritualist belief in the afterlife. His dynamic of theories, experiences and desires gave prominence to a Vision of the Blood Kindred. According to Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772), whose views Yeats used in devising his own system, the soul immediately after death is not aware of its new condition, but sees the familiar world and familiar persons as in life. This is not a permanent condition, for it leads into a complex reorientation of the soul – or dreaming-back – towards its original purity, towards what the poet called ‘radical innocence’.

Yeats came to this view early in his poetic career, and it never left him. There is a canonical statement in A Vision (1925), the first version of his quasi-official or public philosophy. ‘At death the man passes into what seems to him afterwards a state of darkness and sleep; there is a sinking in upon fate analogous to that of the individual cones at Phase 22. During the darkness he is surrounded by his kindred, present in their simulacrae, or in their Spirits when they are between lives, the more recent dead the more visible.’1 There is a second passage in A Vision that transfers the idea away from post-mortem dynamics into a future politics: ‘this thought must find expression’ among elites of learning and wealth and rank, and ‘those kindreds [sic] once formed must obey irrational force and create hitherto unknown experience, or that which is incredible’. As Roy Foster notes, these words were written in Mussolini’s Italy.2

To this unfamiliar notion, let us add another borrowed from musicology – borrowed through an unexpected agency. In Freud and the Non-European (2003), Edward Said speaks of Spätstil or late style, instancing ‘the intransigence and a sort of irascible transgressiveness’ of Beethoven’s final compositions. In offering a specifically political Life of Yeats, I am aware of the extent to which the topic has been conditioned by the author of Orientalism (1978). His recent appropriation of Yeats to the post-colonial cause seems perverse in the extreme, but his extraordinarily broad sympathies as literary critic, political activist and pianist earn him unusual respect.3

Yeats’s ‘late style’ can be dated from circa 1930 – that is, from the very different work that followed The Tower (1928). Perhaps one could point to a second phase, or intensification, commencing in mid-decade and involving surgery as well as poetry. One way or another, body and spirit engaged in a renewal of those struggles usually observed in early manhood. In the poem ‘The Tower’, Yeats declared, ‘It is time that I wrote my will’, but in practice he tore up rule-books for old men. His 1934 decision to undergo the ‘Steinach operation’, in pursuit of sexual renewal, has several political aspects. A desire to put the clock back emerges as a sometimes covert, sometimes dominant, theme.

Within Yeats’s corpus of poetry, drama and prose, the most accessible exploration of this arcane idea is to be found in his play ‘The Words Upon the Window-pane’ (published in 1934). This is a point of reference to which I return several times, for it handles a great deal of material with biographical implications. The outward circumstances are not auspicious. A shabby Dublin lodging-house provides the setting for a séance at which the voice of Jonathan Swift (1667–1745) is heard in purgatorial anguish. But the great Augustan satirist is accessible only via a series of mediations through which the violent twentieth century and the timid-polite Victorian age play their parts. I want to write my political life of Yeats with these preoccupations of his in mind, neither accepting nor dismissing them. They constitute not only a spiritualist credo, but also a theory of history. For this reason, and others, they necessarily have a strong political character, not least with reference to notions of free will, social participation, class (democracy versus breeding), sexuality and ‘the body’.

Yeats sets the dead Swift amid commonplace listeners – a horse-racing enthusiast, teashop proprietor, gospel preacher and Cambridge student. It seems legitimate to wonder: amidst what unlikely figures might one (with privilege) encounter the dead Yeats? Or, to pose the question from his point of view, what former associates and ‘blood kindred’ did the soul of Yeats see when released from the body in January 1939? In dying, he had been comforted by a small group of intimates, of whom his wife was the most central to his career. But there is little further to be learned from envisioning these predictable angels. The processes of dreaming-back allegedly involve shocks of recognition, rather than reassurances. The underlying true character of the life is gradually unfolded, laying bare much that has been concealed or repressed. My organising conceit in these preliminary pages requires the identification of Yeats’s political unconscious, and the investigation of affinities largely denied in the life – and denied even more assiduously in the many Lives of the poet published to date. But I have no wish to shock for shock’s sake; on the contrary, I want carefully to discriminate between coarseness and subtlety, opportunism and self-denial. If at first Yeats is thrown among unsavoury characters, and shown to be of their world, the ultimate objective is to explain biographically how the poet came about.

A Sub-Fascist Underground

He did not die at home in bed, but in southern France, a distant and warmer clime good for the health of an ailing man. One consequence of this off-screen obit has been the recurrent use of over-familiar directions to get him back in focus. Yeats has been successively located in the historic cartography of an Anglo-Ireland he helped to invent, of a nationalist Ireland he found alluring and infuriating, and of a domestic-professional milieu very tightly defined. All very good.

When serious reflective commentary on the poet began after the Second World War, the social condition of contemporary Ireland did not attract much attention. Its less attractive aspects were ignored in favour of generalised approval. So too with the other literary figures who had done so much to attract the world’s attention. Augusta Gregory (1852–1932) was stringently benign, J. M. Synge (1871–1909) a martyr, James Joyce (1882–1941) a genius. Most critics who chose to write about Yeats did so from a position that was sympathetic and approving from the outset. Thus R. M. Kain’s Dublin in the Age of William Butler Yeats and James Joyce (1962), described by Peter Jochum as ‘the intelligent reader’s Baedeker to Irish literature and literary Dublin’, scarcely went below the surface of the city’s Georgian squares and dull suburbs.4 The fault was not just one of unfamiliarity. Home-based Irish historians had not by the late 1950s begun to excavate mentalité or to document latter-day subversion. Approaches to the poet were, in various senses, positivistic.

Much has changed. By the beginning of the twenty-first century, even Yeats’s last days have been absorbed irrevocably into the past, to be denied nostalgia’s bonus. Conjuring a ‘Vision of the Blood Kindred’, we will call up ruffians and victims whom the Yeatsian tableau has not previously accommodated, figures all too characteristic of the time in which he and they lived. Habits of thought condition the way in which judgments are expressed and contextualised. These enclose ‘figures of the age’ who may become less familiar if loosened from habitual contexts. In the ordinary-language discussion of modern history, one of the most pervasive modes of periodisation has emphasised the distinctive character of successive decades. A dominant moral or other characteristic is frequently inferred: the Naughty Nineties, the Roaring Twenties, etc. Implicit in this simplified sense of historical movement is a series of qualitative changes occurring at ten-year intervals. Occasionally, major events underscored this sense of drastic change. The commencement of war in September 1939 undoubtedly assisted the configuration of the 1930s – which W. H. Auden memorably christened ‘a low dishonest decade’. Yeats died in the last January of peace. Looking back, too many have sought to preserve the memory of peace at the expense of historical truth.

Local, or small-scale, maps are required. To find our way back to the city over which Yeats has distantly presided, a ground plan of that largely mythic zone known as The Catacombs would be useful. There a few hardy specimens of Dublin’s literary Bohemia lived in Georgian pantries and wine-cellars, to achieve a flickering immortality in J. P. Donleavy’s novel, The Ginger Man (1955), and Anthony Cronin’s splendid memoir, Dead as Doornails (1976). There indeed was heard ‘porter drinker’s randy laughter’ – but not heard by Yeats. The Catacombs post-dated him, yet also can serve to mark off his neo-Augustan old age from contemporary reality. A ruinous eighteenth-century house appears, disappears and reappears in Yeats’s work, as if the building itself were an uneasy spirit. As literary undergrounds went, the ‘institutional’ Catacombs was a small holding which, by its allusion to the inhabited burial tunnels of Rome, evoked a coexistence of the quick and the dead. Those living therein were not always quick.

An ideological map of the same imaginative territory is likewise difficult to cipher, being older and more wrinkled with frustrated use than any Rough Guide to the Catacombs. Panoramas of right-wing politics in 1930s Ireland have been sketched primarily in terms of the Blue Shirts, whose nickname was designed to acknowledge continental models. The Army Comrades Association – to use their original cognomen – was bitterly opposed by the Irish Republican Army which was, for the most part, no less right-wing than its foes. On 28 February 1934, John A. Costello (1891–1976) advised Dáil Eireann: ‘The Blackshirts were victorious in Italy and the Hitler Shirts were victorious in Germany as, assuredly, the Blueshirts will be victorious in the Irish Free State.’ Confusion was not limited to parliament. When the IRA split along supposedly right/left lines, the dissidents reconstituted themselves as Republican Congress; they notably included Frank Ryan (1902–1944), a charismatic figure who ended his days as a less-than-reluctant bosom comrade of the Nazis. Irish paramilitary politics has displayed a steady right-wing bias, even when the rhetoric was socialistic.

The at once colourful and drab uniformity of this subversion against the Irish Free State persisted even after Eamon de Valera’s somewhat republican Constitution was adopted in 1937. As an old oath-bound member of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), Yeats found himself divided between his psychological hunger for order and his ideological allegiance to rebellion. The appeal of fascism lay in its witch’s cauldron: the psychological and the ideological swapped places in a bubbling stew, with order and outrage for interchangeable salt and pepper. By contrast with its British cousin, Irish fascism lacked pedigree: there were no Anglo-Irish or ‘ascendancy’ Mitfords, nor could the demi-Republic boast of anything like Edward VIII, crony of Nazis and conniver in fascist hauteur. Passingly noted in ‘Parnell’s Funeral’, Yeats’s disappointment with the Blue Shirt General Eoin O’Duffy (1892–1944) found consolation in a bad poem about the abdication crisis of 1936. From papers released in 2003, we gather that the security services in Britain had the means of ridding their king and country of Mrs Simpson, but chose to dispose of him, so great was the risk posed by his associations and behaviour.

Deprived of such a monarch, but willing to elegise Edward’s Russian cousins two decades after their deaths, Yeats had needs to look high. Division, in so many ways vital to the Yeatsian aesthetic, cropped up in his politics with all its gross actuality. You could find action in Ireland, yet have to look eastwards for breeding. As Samuel Beckett (1906–1989) put it, writing of Jack Yeats’s art, the problem lay in ‘the being in the street when it happens in the room, the being in the room when it happens in the street . . .’5 Whereas Ireland was Yeats’s native land, English was his native tongue. Whereas he had devoted himself to the common people of Ireland in their rural and traditional garb, he loathed the urban mob, amongst whom ideas of fascism might yet be sown.

Yeats’s self-proclaimed disillusion with the Blue Shirts has been taken as sufficient evidence of his disengagement from extreme politics. Two factors complicate this otherwise convenient rehabilitation. The first, as already indicated, was the absence of any politically active cohort amongst the class to which he aspired. Apart from a very few landowners and businessmen appointed with him to the first Irish Senate, no member of the so-called Anglo-Irish ascendancy played a significant role in national politics. Nor could there ever be a party to represent their interests or to nurture anti-democratic reaction in their favour. It was therefore necessary for Yeats to look abroad for stimulation in this regard – first to Mussolini’s fascisti, to L’Action française in the mid-1920s, and after 1933 to Hitler’s Germany also. In considering his attitude towards Italy after 1920, one needs to pay an historian’s attention to changes within the fascist regime, especially those of 1926–27 when Mussolini was demanding a uniquely fascist culture to complement a uniquely fascist state.6

Yeats’s interest survived that radicalising campaign. A further ‘reform’ occurred early in 1928, when Il Duce’s Council of Ministers drastically modified the country’s vestigial electoral system to authorise the Fascist Party’s ‘designation’ of public representatives: later that year Yeats resigned from the Irish Senate and by November had acquired an apartment in Rapallo. Ill-health took him out of Ireland; the choice of destination was his own. Spanish authoritarianism proved less attractive because of its Catholic populist rhetoric, a fact deftly deployed to suggest his distaste for all variants. Before acquitting Yeats of any further interest in fascism after 1934, one should additionally factor into the argument the petit-bourgeois nature of the movement in its local Irish manifestations. One could despise the Blue Shirts in the name of a Higher Fascism.

The classification of the Army Comrades Association, Coras na Poblachta, the Irish Friends of Germany, the People’s National Party, and even phases of IRA activity under the common name of fascism raises problems of definition. Some who regarded themselves as communists were willing to rub shoulders with admirers of Hitler, even after the Soviet Union was attacked. ‘The national question’ provided common ground, it seems. In addition to political theory, ordinary criminal activity deserves consideration. In the larger context of continental politics, purists have treated German Nazism as an amalgam of fascism and gross lawlessness, with the original Italian movement regarded as a model only partly imitated elsewhere.7 With violence forming an intrinsic part of fascism in action and in theory, the distinction is far from absolute. In Yeats, active violence bred envy, whether the exemplar was Patrick McCartan (1878–1963, IRB man turned medic) or Adolf Hitler (1889–1945, painter turned successful megalomaniac). Theories of violence informed Yeats’s philosophical writings, often through the notion of ‘terror’. It is worth enquiring if Nazism’s ability to legitimate (or at least institutionalise) violence in unprecedented extremes did not constitute its fundamental appeal for Yeats who, characteristically, held back from an open endorsement of his inner needs and desires.

If terror had patrolled back-street and small-farm Ireland during the Troubles of 1919–23, a decade later Irish society was wracked by less concentrated – that is, more pervasive – forms of violence. There was of course the inherited violence endured in poverty, to which de Valera (1882–1975) turned some attention after the electoral success of Fianna Fáil in 1932. The arrival of his reformed republicans in government consolidated the State in the long run, but bred immediate factional conflict, an increase in the use of capital punishment, and heightened debate about relations with the old enemy, Britain. In this context Yeats’s divisions came to possess what Lucien Goldmann termed a structural homology. That is, the literary corpus of poetry and imaginative prose presents in symbolic form the structuring conflicts and tensions characterising Irish society and its relations to the material world.8 We will have little time to expand on this relationship, except to stress that Yeats matters: his work is an essential part of a national history and, beyond that, part of an international crisis also.

Herein lies the quality distinguishing Yeats’s relationship to fascism from that of – say – George Russell (1867–1935, known as ‘AE’) on the one hand and Maud Gonne (1866–1953) on the other. In the early 1920s, AE evinced considerable interest in Italian developments, contributing an introduction to Odon Por’s book on Fascism (1923). His novel, The Interpreters (1922), had absorbed something of Mussolini’s politics in an effort to classify and stabilise the dangerous flux (as he saw it) of Irish society in the aftermath of 1916, 1917, 1918, 1919, etc. While Russell is often regarded as the secular saint of the Irish literary movement, and his journalism as a bastion of liberal tolerance, he too can be found positively responding to the appeal of fascism.9 The novel just mentioned certainly influenced Francis Stuart (1902–2000), who proved more vulnerable or susceptible to the pathological side of what were loosely termed the new movements in Europe. Yeats might seem to lack the palingenetic or ‘born-again’ commitments that characterise Roger Griffin’s definition of fascism, but he did intermittently embrace the new, as with George Antheil’s new music, new para-psychological theories of identity, and (more crucially) the idiom of birth, death and rebirth. In the 1937 ‘Introduction’ written for a never-published collected edition of his work, he predicted that in two or three generations it will be known that natural and supernatural are knit together. Meanwhile to escape a dangerous fanaticism, ‘we must study a new science’. If the avoidance of fanaticism sounds admirable, the further prediction (in 1937) of Judaism’s disappearance from the historical background of Christianity does not.10 He certainly longed for a new order, if not the New Order.

For Maud Gonne, the central theme was racial, as befitted an English colonel’s wealthy daughter in denial. Hard on the heels of her anti-English conversion came the anti-Dreyfusard or anti-Semitic bile, in which latter Yeats signally had not supported her. Gonne’s irredentism after 1921 has less to do with political theory, or the definition of a republic, than it has to do with perpetuating areas of conflict in which her native land and first allegiance can figure as the Evil One. Psychologically, she exemplifies the element of resentment that propelled figures like Oswald Mosley (1896–1980) to the British extreme right. Together with Yeats, she exerted a baleful influence on young Stuart while simultaneously resisting his marriage to her daughter. The dynamics of the ghost family – Gonne-Yeats-Stuart – tell us much about the self-wounding and self-justifying masochism that forms part of the fascist psyche (see ‘Marital Politics’, pp. 232–259).

Gonne and Stuart outlived Yeats by many years. Indeed, in some bizarre attempt at the cancellation of his own generative history, Stuart outlived nearly all his children – and certainly wished to. These cruelties or callous amoralities gloss at the domestic level his more notorious wartime residence in Berlin. In Stuart’s Blacklist, Section H (1971), the manipulative figure of Yeats – dubbed Yardley in the first draft, after the cosmetics manufacturer – is superseded by a strangely distant Hitler. Published as the Troubles resumed in Northern Ireland, Stuart’s best-known novel might claim to be the last word in Irish anarcho-fascism, though its analytical dimension should not be overlooked in the rush to condemn its content.

Yeats’s death in France in January 1939 cannot be taken as a terminal date to this context. The war for which he prayed in ‘Under Ben Bulben’ obliged in September, and the eugenic theories he studied during his final years did not lose the name of achtung. Ireland, under de Valera’s canny rule, dropped out of sight to provide a darkroom for the blotchy development of a few Nazi plots involving people Yeats had known at whatever remove. In 1943, the first biography of the poet appeared, while his most assiduous admiring critic (Richard Ellmann) was serving in the American forces, and his early amour (Gonne) consorted with German agents. Only in 1948 was the poet’s body repatriated by an Irish inter-party government jointly led by the aforementioned Costello and Maud Gonne’s son, Sean MacBride (1904–1988).

Throughout the war years, the open alliance of Nazi Germany and the IRA moved from tragedy to farce and back again. While there is no reason to be surprised at the attitude of a Sean Russell (1893–1940) or a Joseph McGarrity (1874–1940) – the very term ‘physical-force men’ is sufficient – a different approach is required in the cases of Helena Moloney (1884–1967) and Kathleen Lynn (1874–1955). Both had been associated with the socialist, even Marxist, element of Irish insurrection in 1916, and both were committed to feminism. Their embroilment in the Gonnes’ protection of the spy, Hermann Görtz (d. 1947), is some indication of the intellectual and moral confusion that characterised Irish politics at the time. Indeed, the nest of gentlewomen that harboured the Nazi cuckoo constitutes a remarkable instance of the erotic as a component of fascist/radical dialogue. Iseult Stuart (1895–1954, née Gonne) not only sheltered Görtz in Laragh but had an affair with him, while her husband sent the housekeeping from Berlin.

In plays such as ‘The King of the Great Clock Tower’ (1934/35), ‘Purgatory’ (1938) and ‘The Death of Cuchulain’ (1939) Yeats explored themes of decapitation, polluted blood and betrayal. His recurrent emphasis on authority invested in status dramatised both a needy desire of fascist-style solutions and a brilliant defence against them. At the time of his much-trumpeted break with the Blue Shirts, Yeats had declared that he would rewrite his marching songs till nobody could sing them. This yearning for a greater extreme, beyond articulation, did not prevent his acceptance of a Nazi literary prize in June 1934. It signalled his frustration at failing to find in Ireland an allegiance to satisfy his needs without wounding his dignity. The leaders whom he had been able to name in ‘Parnell’s Funeral’ – Kevin O’Higgins (1892–1927), W. T. Cosgrave (1880–1965), Eoin O’Duffy and Eamon de Valera – were either dead or compromised by their links to the popular mob. Yeats’s last-minute intervention into the 1936 controversy over Roger Casement’s diaries usefully re-established his patriotic credentials while attaching him to perhaps the least democratic of the executed 1916 leaders. (Nor had Yeats taken any interest in Casement’s African and South American campaigns for native human rights.) In contemporary Ireland, the enemies of promise were deplorably vulgar. As proof of Yeats’s lack of congenial allies, one has only to look at the men and women who, a year after his death, came together as the People’s National Party (to be called PENAPA for short), kindred of a decidedly bloody kind.

Introducing the Blood Kindred

Yeats was a great man in life; in death he was greeted by his epigones. Let us pick out one or two among the posse for closer consideration. Among these we might choose the swashbuckling fascist and Higher Hindu, Dermot Arthur Maurice MacManus (1891–1974?), were it not for the difficulty in establishing his complex sense of identity.11 This difficulty will become a characteristic among the Kindred. Take another epigone, less attention-seeking. In 1939, the police believed that Patrick Moylett reached Dublin from Galway in around 1930. In their eyes, he and/or younger members of his family had been involved in petty crime. Together with a brother, Moylett became engaged in the confectionery trade; both professed a politics that merged right-wing and racist views with anti-imperialism. In July 1940, Patrick Moylett came to the attention of the Garda in connection with the activities of Liam Walsh, a convicted embezzler of Irish Army funds, a political maverick and low-level employee of the Italian Legation. Their associates included George Griffin and his wife, veterans of the Irish Friends of Germany. Griffin held that ‘propaganda regarding the German cruelties and the persecution of the Catholics were [sic] nothing but a fabrication of lies’.12 There was some uncertainty about Moylett’s other activities; he was ‘suspected’ of contributing to the Catholic Standard in the late 1930s. The sudden rise of PENAPA in the latter half of 1940 may have been assisted by external funding, though a refusal to pay hoteliers and printers helped to balance the books. Back in August, a garrulous Mrs Griffin told a police infiltrator that PENAPA was ‘purely Nazi in outlook [and] out to overthrow the Government’.13 Its putsch a distant prospect, the party was quickly suppressed, not least for the grossness of its racialist propaganda. Yet before this armageddon, Moylett had been expelled on 10 October for allegedly siphoning off party funds.

In Moylett, anti-Semitism and financial greed were united to an extent that would have fitted Theodor Adorno’s most astringent analysis of prejudice, for he practised what he preached against. A regular activity in Dublin was to oppose the renewal of licences held by Jewish traders, including money-lenders. On this basis, Moylett collected subscriptions from rival traders, while his colleague ingratiated himself with a bigoted minor judge. On 4 October 1940, Moylett confided to Griffin that a number of PENAPA letters had been held by the postal censor because the word Jew appeared in them. If this was an attempt to curry favour with a party leadership as much concerned with petty cash as gross prejudice, it was doomed to failure. In a police interview of mid-November, Moylett ‘stated that no general meeting of the “People’s National Party” had ever been held, but before the split Griffin and himself intended calling one with a view to electing officers’. A sequence of events at the Westbrook Hotel drew further attention to his independent ways. Having attended the first meeting on 29 October – apparently after his expulsion from PENAPA – he failed to turn up in November, perhaps because the proprietor had not been paid.

After that debacle, Moylett gravitated towards Coras na Poblachta, a bigger outfit, which sometimes gave the impression that it was the IRA’s political arm. A Gaelic National Socialist Youth Movement was also mooted with the name of Gerald Callinan, who had fled from Britain in 1939, mentioned in police enquiries. The band of 1939 arrivistes included specimens of ideological confusion whom we will encounter in various contexts. Their collective escape from the bodily rigours of war against Nazism, with (for consolation) refuge in Catholic Ireland, follows Yeats’s own passage from the earthly body to the reception rooms of the Blood Kindred. By comparison, Moylett had skiffled gracefully between Brixton and Ballyhaunis in 1920. Now his exit from PENAPA virtually coincided with the Garda’s decision to intercept his post, and a warrant for this purpose was issued in October 1940. The financial basis of that organisation had been frail, with nothing to justify hints of subvention by Joe McGrath, sponsor of The Forged Casement Diaries in 1936. In contrast, Coras na Poblachta was to attract several hundreds of people at its public meetings.

In May 1941, a meeting of the new movement heard a paper from Roger McHugh (1908–1987) on the evils of Freemasonry, the speaker being a member of the English Department at University College Dublin. Moylett observed that he had been put out of business by the masons, while Father Alexander Carey complained that the same element controlled the Aliens Section in the Department of Justice.14 By October 1941, young-ish McHugh – soon a Yeats scholar of some distinction – was interned on the Curragh. The more experienced Moylett steered between extremes of street action and rural sequestration by weaseling his way into the management of Coras na Poblachta. On 18 June 1941, the Irish Independent reported his election as treasurer of a south Dublin branch.

Meetings in June 1941 dramatically indicate how confused, or thoroughly varied, opinions held by members and sympathisers of Coras were. At a private session, one member ‘agreed with Herr Hitler and his policy’ on democracy. A week later, Nora Connolly-O’Brien gave a public lecture on her father (James Connolly), under the same auspices. It says much for their acumen that de Valera’s party was seen as a spent force in Irish politics. Meanwhile, the Coras line bore a strong resemblance to Nazi propaganda of ten years earlier. Native enterprise was being undermined by foreigners, amongst whom all Jews were lumped. Conspiracies by the same Jews, and by Freemasons, were detected even behind the private finances of a government member. Tactics resembled those of Kristallnacht (in November 1938) – the distribution of intimidating leaflets, anti-Semitic graffiti in public places, leading on to the smashing of shop windows. Coras was able to capitalise on the publicity that Moylett and Griffin had generated through opposing the renewal of business licences to Jews. When McHugh spoke at a public meeting in the Portobello district, on the control exercised by foreigners over ground rents, the proximity of Dublin’s Jewish quarter in Clanbrassil Street, of the synagogue on the South Circular Road and of a new Jewish school even closer to Portobello acted as his megaphone. At Terenure, where better-off Jews were moving, a crowd estimated by the police to number 300 heard a Coras speaker denounce government tolerance of English and Jewish firms that allegedly controlled sections of Irish industry. There was no mention, we may be sure, of Franz Winkelmann, a Nazi party member who was a senior employee in the Irish Glass Bottle Company, while the name of Mendel Waltzmann (a glass-blower in the same firm) prompted different reactions. Even less reference was made to the equally foreign Budina brothers, who had run the Kilmacurragh Hotel in Wicklow until, in 1939, they chose to run instead to Berlin. There was a physio-psychic link between the Budinas and Yeats: at the end of the 1920s, the house had been rented by Mrs Lucy (the ‘Lion’) Phillimore (née Fitzpatrick), a wealthy and argumentative writer with whom Yeats had a blazing row about politics on 1 September 1929. The speaker at the Terenure meeting of Sunday, 27 July 1941 was almost certainly McHugh again, who later edited Yeats’s correspondence with Katharine Tynan (published in 1953) and with Margot Collis (1970).

August was the cruellest month for these petty fascists. Father Carey’s disciples daubed slogans on the walls of Trinity College and planned to wreck Louis Wine’s shop in Grafton Street. A Special Branch man reported Moylett exposing Jewish plans to clear the debts of a Fianna Fáil minister (never named), and delivering yet another talk on ‘foreign’ control of industry. This was impressive in someone the Garda had regarded as ‘a man whom no party wanted’. But the financial motive recurs at least as often as the evidence of Moylett’s pro-Germanism. Associating him with yet another subversive group (An Cumann Náisiúnta) in July 1940, Special Branch officer M. J. Wymes believed Moylett to be ‘the type of person who would engage in dangerous activities if he was sure of profiting therefrom’.

Similar details allow one to construct a plausible sociology of Moylett’s money-shrewd extremism. Members of the family had been active in Dublin during the campaign against the sale of ‘Bass’ beer and English-manufactured confectionery between 1931 and 1934. Hostility to Bass was based on the connivance of the brewer (Lord Carrington) in English support for the Free State’s attack on republicans who had seized the Four Courts in 1922. The campaign was thus a republican animus rather than a broad nationalist resistance to product imperialism. Opposition to the sale of imported sweets and confectionery, on the other hand, touched directly on the family’s economic base. Patrick Moylett’s brother was a manufacturing confectioner, based in north Dublin. Moylett was employed as a commercial traveller, a role that facilitated political agitation among shopkeepers. In 1940, when the father was thought capable of dangerous activity if profit were to accrue, two sons were found guilty of larceny at a tennis club, an offence that carried a whiff of sectarianism.

In the autumn of 1940, Wymes believed Patrick Moylett to be engaged full-time in PENAPA business. Both he and Griffin were in ‘very affluent circumstances’. This hardly accords with his complaint of being ruined by Freemasons, and questions arise about the source of Moylett’s income. His business in O’Connell’s Street had benefited from a start-up grant of £1,200, and with his brother as supplier of goods Moylett enjoyed advantages envied by his competitors. Failing to mind the shop while attending full-time to the PENAPA, he may have quietly topped up his cashflow from the latter. But the resources to which he had access were very limited unless, of course, the party had private sponsors or external support. Moylett’s contacts with the Reich’s representatives in Dublin cannot be shown to have brought benefits. Trade-oriented rather than specifically ideological, they nonetheless failed to satisfy the Special Branch.

The comparison of a Nobel Prize winner’s dying utterances with the manoeuvres of a petty criminal must outrage admirers of Yeats and his work. Yet such was the complex relationship between Yeats’s thought and the social reality of independent Ireland that the grubby, the squalid and the violent inevitably find a place in the former as in the latter. Naturally, there were mediating agencies, both institutional and philosophical. On at least two occasions within a year, the security authorities noticed Moylett visiting the German Legation in Dublin. Early in October 1940, he tried to make contact with a view to business. Unfortunately for him, Army Intelligence had bugged the legation’s telephone, and duly recorded the findings in a sardonically named Toilet Counter Report. On Monday, 9 June 1941, Moylett was seen entering the premises. ‘It is unlikely that Moylett would have any legitimate business at the German Legation,’ Wymes commented in his weekly report.

A Sketch-Map of Jewish Harold’s Cross

What were McHugh and Moylett fighting for and against? Did Yeats have any remotely similar concerns? In so far as the PENAPA campaigns opposed foreign business activity in Ireland, they could be dignified as economic protectionism, a doctrine traceable in Ireland through Arthur Griffith (1871–1922), Isaac Butt (1813–1879) and others back to the philosopher-bishop George Berkeley (1685–1753). Both Yeats and Moylett knew Griffith personally; Yeats’s father had a long romantic affair (platonic maybe) with Butt’s daughter, Rosa, and Butt himself had been an acquaintance of the poet’s grandfather and namesake, the Revd William Butler Yeats (1806–1862) of County Down. Berkeley, of course, became one of Yeats’s spiritual ancestors, an anti-Whig immaterialist. In part woven of assumptions, the fragile chain desires to bind. Abstruse metaphysics and crude prejudice are its twin components. Moylett and Griffith were anti-Semites, and PENAPA opposed the Jews in Dublin.

The social map by which most readers reach Yeats even today was drawn along coordinates that highlighted Butt and Berkeley, and which cast Moylett – with the anti-Semitic side of Griffith – into outer darkness. But if Yeats can communicate with the aristocratic dead, perhaps his plebeian contemporaries are not totally beyond the pale. The poet was highly selective in his choice of company, yet also chose to live in actual communities rather than retire permanently to a tower or cell. Contemptuous of politicians, he kept up a running battle with them, as if they could not be trusted to remain contemptible in his absence. The anxiety underlying this sustained engagement in diurnal brawling might be translated upwards into Berkeley’s theory of vision, or downwards into a history of social resentment and insecurity experienced across Europe since 1848. Yeats’s portmanteau word in these contexts is the ‘mob’. And whatever threatened to become uncontrollable, unpredictable and in that sense revolutionary, he either addressed with all his powers of mind and imagination – or he ignored it utterly.

There had been no continuous Jewish presence in Ireland of the kind found in England or France. Geographic isolation and the lack of a centralised power may have discouraged immigrants. But successive waves of Jewish migration had arrived, settled and gradually dispersed. In Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), the schoolmaster Deasy reveals the secret of Ireland’s immunity to the Jews’ pernicious influence – ‘she never let them in’ – an explanation that presupposes an Irish executive power quite as imaginary as the subversive Hebrew. When Joyce’s novel was published, the Jewish population of the Irish Free State was about 3,600, or 0.1 per cent of the total. For the most part, it was based in Dublin, with a sizeable second community in Cork. (Limerick Jews had dispersed after the pogrom of 1904.) Numbers increased between the censuses of 1926 and 1946, and thereafter declined, though the falling off was less marked than that of Methodists. The proportion has never risen above 0.1 per cent. These are the ghostly victims in my imaginary Blood Kindred.

As Roger McHugh and his associates knew in choosing Portobello as their site of protest at foreign rents, the Jewish community in Dublin was based on the South Circular Road, close to the point where Clanbrassil Street emerged from the old city into the suburb of Harold’s Cross, with Terenure lying further out. Yeats had been ashamed of his family’s three-year sojourn at what is now No. 418 Harold’s Cross Road (then No. 10 Ashfield Terrace), describing it in 1914 as ‘a villa where the red bricks were made pretentious and vulgar with streaks of slate grey’.15 Eight years later, when he was well over fifty and about to become a Senator, he confided to Lady Gregory his residual fear of having to live in such a place of ‘crowding & indignity’.16 Close by is Kenilworth Park, where I grew up in the 1950s and where, during Moylett and McHugh’s heyday, a sizeable proportion of Dublin’s Jews lived. In 1943, more than 10 per cent of households were Jewish, exceeding the Protestants by a whisker. Names like Feldman, Lapedus, Steinberg and Woolfson threatened what Moylett regarded as the national being and what Yeats termed Unity of Culture. These are names I remember, names of the kids I played with. Pace Joyce’s Mr Deasy, there was an Irish Jewish community to be persecuted or protected in the 1930s.

By 1934, the Geneva-based High Commissioner for Refugees, Jewish and Other, was in touch with the Irish authorities about the needs and welfare of Hitler’s victims in flight. Through the League of Nations (as a council-member since 1930), the Irish Free State had obligations; by virtue of its status within the British dominions, some of these were routed through Downing Street, the Foreign Office and Whitehall. Most applications for residence permits and/or work permits came from Jews who had already reached England and were visiting Ireland. Applications from the Continent tended to originate with professional people, doctors and so on, for whom conditions had not yet become intolerable in Germany. Enquiries also came from Austria, Poland, Romania and elsewhere within the expanding Nazi sphere of influence. The Department of Justice’s record in processing these applications is one of almost unbroken intransigence, recorded in language of petty self-interest, prejudice and occasional viciousness. The Minister for Industry and Commerce, Sean Lemass (1899–1971, sometime Fianna Fáil moderniser and saint läique), repeatedly gave jobs for the boys as Ireland’s answer to the international crisis.

The official attitude was softened whenever a case reached the attention of Eamon de Valera, who held the External Affairs portfolio in addition to being head of government. A memo from the Department of Justice to the Secretary of External Affairs claimed with some pride that ‘only one case has come to notice in which it has been ascertained that the nationality of a former German subject had been cancelled’.17 That was in the summer of 1936. Less than two years later, the Minister for Justice informed a parliamentary member of his own party – Robert Briscoe, who was Jewish – that ‘the Jewish community in this country should not be increased by way of immigration’.18 When the name of Louis Steinberg, of 98 Kenilworth Park, featured once without annotation in the wartime intelligence files, assisting illegal migrants was probably the offence suspected.

A few cases reached relatively happy conclusions. After two years’ (1936–38) deliberation, the Irish authorities allowed Madame Margulies and her family to join her German-Jewish husband in Dublin.19 Dr Vaas, originally from Austria (a country that had ceased to exist), was admitted in 1938. The case of another former Austrian, the Viennese analytical chemist called Bacher, was under prolonged discussion while he languished in a concentration camp. This last fact, de Valera finally opined, should not be treated as a reason in itself for refusing a work permit. Bacher was approved in the end, but Professor Dermot Keogh, inexhaustible historian of this chapter in the moral history of our country, has been unable to discover whether the prisoner ever arrived.

If this was the moral climate in which Yeats lived out his last years and yearnings, where exactly does the great poet fit in? Why should my Jewish neighbours of old feature in his Vision of the Blood Kindred, with sad accusing stares? They constituted a case in which he chose to ignore, or not to see, what might become a difficult and unpredictable situation. As if it were not already a difficult situation. Albert Einstein, whose relativity Yeats found compatible with the emerging Vision-philosophy in June 1923, quickly found himself an object of special execration.20 After de Valera, Yeats was the most influential Irish public figure who moved upon an international stage. He was a Nobel Prize winner, and German-Jewish holders of the same distinction were being forced to resign their academic posts, resign their birthright and homeland in considerable numbers. Yeats’s intervention on behalf of such an applicant for refuge would have commanded respect, even in the Department of Justice. His local support of Louis Steinberg would have helped to legitimise what was always morally justifiable. A public statement from Yeats, on the issue of persecution and protection, would have made headlines from Sligo to Sydney. A rebuke to Moylett might not have been personally efficacious, but it would have gained a wider reception among demoralised veterans of the IRB. It is true that Moylett and McHugh only took up their cause after endorsement by the Wehrmacht, but it is unlikely their opinions were formed ab ovo on the eve of Hitler’s Polish campaign. They had studied hatred while Yeats still lived.

Orientalism in Action

Yeats was of course dead when Poland fell, but he too had supped with the Devil or, at the least, sipped tea. Sometime in September 1938 he accepted a copy of Germany Speaks, an English-language anthology of propagandist essays by more than twenty Nazi experts in such areas as education, health, land, race and women’s affairs. The donor was Eduard Hempel (1887–1972), minister at (i.e. head of) the German Legation in Ireland, and Hempel’s inscription spoke of ‘an unforgettable afternoon’ which the two men had spent together that month.21 It has been suggested by the Yeats scholar Warwick Gould that Maud Gonne’s house at Clonskeagh may have been the venue for this encounter, yet the effect is hardly to mitigate the symbolism of the gift. The MacBrides were hand-in-fist with the German Legation, and not only through the association of Helmut Clissmann (1911–1997, an Abwehr agent in Ireland) with Sean MacBride, recently an IRA chief of staff. In the early summer of 1940, both Maud Gonne and her daughter Iseult Stuart were rightly suspected of assisting the German spy, Görtz; indeed, Mrs Stuart was tried in July and miraculously acquitted.

The moment of Yeats’s introduction to Hempel can be identified with some precision, the agents of it with surprising ease. In 1965 Josephine MacNeill, widow of the last Governor-General James MacNeill (1869–1938), wrote to the Irish Times about ‘Yeats’s Nazism or Fascism or whatever they like to call it’.22 Her principal contribution to a debate then heating up was to reveal how, in the summer of 1937, she had organised a tea-party to assist Yeats in the search for an objective discussion of Nazism. Apart from the poet, her guests were the Reich’s representative and his wife. After some chat about the poet Stefan George (1868–1933), whose last collection was entitled Das neue Reich (1928), Yeats delivered a lengthy and incomprehensible monologue. Mrs MacNeill recalled no details, but perhaps the general thrust had been rehearsed in May 1937:

At this moment all the specialisms are about to run together in our new Alexandria, thought is about to be unified as its own free act & the shaddow [sic] in Germany & elsewhere is an attempted unity by force.23

As Hempel was mightily impressed by stuff like this, the hostess thought the occasion a notable hit. Younger brother of the historian and Volunteer leader Eoin MacNeill (1867–1945), Josephine’s husband (also present) had ceased to represent the Crown in Ireland on 1 November 1932: in retirement he was beyond any criticism of assisting a foreign representative to advance his masters’ cause. Earlier in his career, James MacNeill had worked in the Indian civil service, where he acquired an interest in orientalist matters. Hempel had spent time in Asia before the Great War; his wife Eva (formerly Ahlemann) pursued her own orientialist interests during their years in Ireland.24 Yeats himself was currently engaged in a translation of the Upanishads. The objective discussion of Nazism never arose, though Hempel was doubtless content that his eminent new acquaintance would raise no pointed questions. The venue was Woodley Park, Dundrum; when the tea-party took place is less easily established. The Hempels had arrived in Dublin early in July 1937. Yeats was in England from 8 June to 21 July, and again from 9 September to 1 November. Thus Mrs MacNeill’s initiative can be assigned to the six-week period with the month of August at its centre, a quiet spell in international affairs. Within two months, the Nazis’ representative had been introduced to Yeats by the wife of George V’s former representative. A few days before his own death in January 1939, he wrote a letter of condolence to Josephine MacNeill, having just heard of her husband’s death the previous month.

By comparison, the German Legation may have despised Patrick Moylett’s overtures. There was a hierarchy of strata through which one could move upwards through back-room anti-Semitism, paramilitary subversion, social intercourse, and finally arrive at a civilised tea- or garden-party. Hempel’s personal physician was Victor Millington Synge (d. 1976), in whom the astute diplomat respected not a kinsman of Yeats’s co-director at the Abbey Theatre, but someone the police thought ‘very anti-Jewish’.25 Synge’s car was used on occasion to transport despatch cases from the legation. In July 1942, Army Intelligence (or G2) requested information on the Elpis Nursing Home where, in 1909, J. M. Synge had died. G2 suspected that Hans Marschner had spent a fortnight there, evading detection after his escape from Mountjoy Prison. As Elpis was in part owned by a kinsman of Victor Synge’s, the authorities were keen to check out the place. Hospitable collaborators were also found among the Gael and pseudo-Gael; Marschner was put up by the Brugha family, and by Donal Joseph O’Sullivan of Ballybrack.26 The latter, a distinguished researcher into eighteenth-century Irish folk music, had been Clerk to the Senate during Yeats’s second term. Even closer to the Yeatsian gyres, there were other well-born raparees. Hempel’s deputy, Henning Thomsen (?1905– ), had known an Irishman called Chalmers Edward Fitz-John Trench (d.2005) at Cambridge: Trench’s father had been professor of English at Trinity College Dublin – beating Yeats for the job – and a minor poet. Young Trench attended ‘Friends of Germany’ events at the Red Bank restaurant, and was tracked by the authorities both in Northern Ireland and the southern state. (His friend Thomsen was thought to belong to the SD, the SS’s own security service: he held the rank of SS-Untersturmführer.)

Beyond these flowers of the Anglo-Irish professional classes, the Stuarts and Maud Gonne MacBride provided Yeats with a more personal access to the legation. Or, to be fair, through them the German minister reached Yeats, who was thus added like top dressing to that geology of corruption. Dublin’s strange Bohème encouraged some children of the comfortable middle classes to reclassify themselves as revolutionaries, for the Bohème was irreducibly middle-class. A rather tougher ‘revolutionary’ network – the MacBrides, Clissmann, Marschner and Görtz – saw to it that the roots of Nazi cultivation passed down again to General O’Duffy’s roughs, to Coras na Poblachta, PENAPA and the rest of that underworld.

Though he died before the War to End All Wars resumed, Yeats fully understood the role that action and violent action played in the hidden formation of his art. His generation’s best gift was prophecy, and in Yeats’s case there was no element of the self-fulfilling. Freudian terminology was anathema to him, yet he knew the processes of sublimation by which civilisation sought to control and conceal its origins in conflict. Yeats scholars have too often engaged in a parody of these painful insights, denying that the poet ever entertained the reanimation of violence, especially that presenting itself in the 1920s and ’30s through various kinds of fascism. Evidence of his interest in Nazi Germany has been written down as an aggravating enthusiasm, but it may have revived memories of his efforts to find for the youthful Iseult Gonne a place in the London School of Oriental Studies in 1918, less than two years before she married Francis Stuart. The very symbol of the Third Reich proclaimed its orientalist credentials, and theories of Aryanism underpinned racialist practice.

Publishing in 1943, the biographer-scholar V. K. N. Menon noted the sinister side to Yeats’s visionary philosophy, and an Indian commentator might be allowed some insight into the poet’s appropriation of Asian wisdom. Certainly George Orwell thought so, reviewing The Development of W. B. Yeats for Horizon. In mid-war, neither man had time to resurrect the longer history of ‘Aryanism’ and related nineteenth-century theories of race, as they attracted followers in France, Germany and the United Kingdom (including Ireland). From the vast corpus of ancient myth and scripture, and the intimidating wealth of scholarship and appropriation, one text can serve to illuminate the larger context. The narrative locus of the Bhagavad Gita is the eve-of-war discussion between a reluctant warrior and his spiritual adviser. The coming conflict will set cousin against cousin, and the taboo prohibiting the killing of kin has to be overcome. The doctrine of ‘action without attachment’ is presented as a means of persuading Arjuna to take part. Spiritually, it may be read as a path towards release from the self, and in this regard commended itself to Mahatma Gandhi; philosophically, it implicates issues known in the West through concepts of free will and determinism and has been discussed by Ted Honderich and other philosophers. But the work does not exist in motionless amber. In the view of Simon Brodbeck, the Bhagavad Gita is an accretion of texts rather than a credal statement, its origins extending over a lengthy period of exposition and modification. ‘In such a disrupted world, creators of successful stabilising texts advanced their own interests so that the text is rhetorical and ideological rather than philosophical.’ If its concerns with tribal decay, pollution and conflict may have recommended it to Yeats thematically, as he himself composed those late poems and plays in which such themes occur, its manifest urging of ‘action without attachment’ made it germane to debates about German philosophy and its relationship to the ‘disrupted world’ of fascism.

One could pursue this topic with reference to the sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920), the novelist Ernst Jünger (1895–1998), or half a dozen other prominent German thinkers. More grossly, one has to note the insistence of German fascism – as distinct from the Italian version – on the Aryan origins of racial purity. As once-respectable academic disciplines, Sanskrit scholarship and Indology found themselves inducted into a rhetoric of Hitlerite myth, and Hindu writings as commended by the wife of a Nazi diplomat did not exist in vacuo. While Messrs Griffin, Moylett and their rougher associates may have regarded the Schutzstaffeln (or SS) as a model way of dealing with Dublin’s ‘non-Irish’ small traders, others were aware that the SS had its Ahnerbe (or Ancestral Heritage Office) directly answering to Heinrich Himmler (1900–1945). The Sicilian Julius Evola (1898–1974), who fed into this occult division of Nazism, published Erhebung wider die Moderne Welt in Stuttgart in 1935.27 Savatri Devi (born in Lyons of mixed French and Greek background) regarded the SS Einsatzgruppen on the Eastern Front as latter-day commissioners of the Bhagavad Gita’s warrior code – precisely quoting for her authority the text of Chapter 3:19, ‘Perform without attachment that action which is duty . . .’

In 1937, Yeats was visited by an Indian professor, Abinash Bose, who politely requested a message from the poet to his country. ‘Let ten thousand men of one side meet the other. That is my message to India.’ Relating this incident, Richard Ellmann described how Yeats then seized a Japanese sword and shouted, ‘Conflict, more conflict.’28 Insufficient is known about the scholarly achievements of Iseult Stuart and Frau Eva Hempel during the Emergency, meeting in Maud Gonne’s home at Roebuck House or in the Stuarts’ County Wicklow nineteenth-century castle. According to Sean MacBride’s daughter, quoting Iseult’s own daughter, the Nazi agent who arrived into her castle-yard seemed ‘an incarnation of some figure of her imaginings with whom she could discuss not only Nazism in an idealistic “cosmic” way, but share a deep interest in Eastern philosophies’. To add perspective, Mrs MacBride White observes that ‘probably not since her friendship with Yeats had she been able to discuss so well the spiritual dimensions of ideas and philosophies’.29 Yeats had been dead fifteen months, and Görtz the spy would eventually commit suicide in 1947 after release from an Irish prison.

By the end of the war, the Hempels and Iseult shared a particular interest in the Bhagavad. The interest of Army Intelligence was fixed on more mundane questions – IRA links with Nazi Germany, Francis Stuart’s activities in Berlin, the German Legation’s relations with these aristocrats of republicanism. On 30 July 1941 a Garda memo noted that ‘Dr Hempel has always been a frequent visitor to the McBrides’. Ever since his arrival in Dublin in the summer of 1937, Eduard Hempel and his wife had befriended Maud Gonne and her family
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