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Foreword

Expect to be shocked by this book. It charts in unsparing detail – sparing neither the reputations of its protagonists nor the sensitivities of its readers – the ways in which the twentieth-century Shakespearean establishment, in Britain, Europe and America, became compromised by its attachments to fascism, to the point where it seemed less compromised by those attachments than constituted by them. Yet Shakespeare’s Fascist Followers can also be a funny book. For it exposes how silly the fringes of (especially English) fascism could be – especially when Shakespeare hoved into fascist view. There is and was, Richard Wilson stresses, ‘no elective affinity between Shakespeare and fascism’; that would be a ‘misreading’. But this did not stop insidious combinations of ‘the witting and the unwitting, the naïve and the knowing’, from discovering in Shakespeare’s plays a constant recourse to, and sympathy for, fascist impulses and atavisms. This bias was as evident among critics as it was in the repertoire of the Stratford Memorial Theatre and the theatrical productions of Edward Gordon Craig. Once readers have finished this book, they will not be able to read Knight’s The Wheel of Fire in the same way again.

The first chapter of Shakespeare’s Fascist Followers registers the ‘fascistic slippages’ in W. B. Yeats’s nationalist readings of Shakespeare, informed by some rather dubious visits to Stratford-upon-Avon, and Chapter 3 shows how ‘perilously close’ D. H. Lawrence came to ‘fascist fantasy’. The second chapter reads the ‘reactionary modernism’ of Edward Gordon Craig through his lust for ‘absolute power’, and recognizes the ‘signature faux naivety’ in his often starkly complicit dealing with fascist regimes. But the book’s earlier chapters entertain a far larger cast of characters than their principals. For example, Chapter 3 fans out from Lawrence to the rural revival of Rolf Gardiner and his Morris Men, evincing an English version of the Nazi ‘blood and soil’. Sometimes, as in the fifth chapter, a couple of lines of verse, in this case from T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, serve as portals onto a fascist movement – thus Wilson reads an allusion to Coriolanus as itself alluding to the Italian fascism of Eliot’s moment.

The second half of the book is more concerned with the ‘institutional’ misreading of Shakespeare – for example, by the Chesterton cousins (G.K., A.K., and Cecil) and their hold on the Stratford-upon-Avon theatre repertory (Chapter 6), or by the barely concealed swastika-worship of the influential Shakespearean critic G. Wilson Knight (Chapter 7). Chapter 8 considers the ultracatholic, stridently anti-Semitic Hitlerian apologist Marshall McLuhan and his view of the 1919 reparations imposed on Germany as ‘the revenge of Shylock’. Chapters 9 and 10 widen to consider two continental Shakespeareans, Carl Schmitt and Clara de Chambrun – the former the Nazis’ legal theorist, steeped in Shakespeare; the latter the leading French authority on Shakespeare between the wars, a Vichy supporter attempting ‘a fascistic annexation of Shakespeare’. The book adds a final twist by exposing not the hidden agendas or sympathies of various European writers, but the shiftiness of certain members of the British cultural establishment – including Sir Peter Hall – when offered the Hamburg Shakespeare Prize, an award which Wilson regards as tainted by Nazi association.

In a more redemptive chapter on Frances Yates (Chapter 4), Wilson recognizes how ‘the plays [of Shakespeare] could also lead out of the darkness and towards the light’. Shakespeare’s Fascist Followers itself brings much to light, but has been completed in gloomier circumstances. Due to the author’s ill health, the finishing of this book has been undertaken by Roger Holdsworth, Robert Stagg and David Thacker. We have rearranged the book’s contents, made light revisions to each of the chapters, and compiled a short bibliography of books that have evidently proved essential to this one. Any errors, glitches or infelicities that remain should be considered ours – not least because this is otherwise a book of immense learning and ethical seriousness, communicated with Richard Wilson’s customary relish.



Roger Holdsworth, Robert Stagg, David Thacker



 

Introduction

Blackshirt Shakespeare

Happy Valley

‘Shakespeare Would Have Been a Fascist’ proclaimed Blackshirt in its ‘Shakespeare Birthday’ edition for April 1935.1 The fact that the editor of this newspaper of the British Union of Fascists (BUF), A.K. Chesterton, had recently been manager of press and publicity at the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre gave that cultural Anschluss a compelling force; and in Shakespeare’s Fascist Followers: Modern Friends I tell the story of how very nearly Stratford-upon-Avon, and the Shakespeare establishment, came to collaborating in the annexation. From April 1901, when the visiting Irish poet W.B. Yeats predicted that its ‘Week of Kings’ would make Stratford’s Shakespeare theatre a ‘Temple of the Giants’ to equal Richard Wagner’s, until the day in February 1968 when, on his way to producing the composer’s Ring cycle at Bayreuth, the director of the Royal Shakespeare Company, Peter Hall, received the Hamburg Shakespeare Prize originally sponsored by Hitler’s ambassador Joachim von Ribbentrop to tie the bonds of Aryan race, the plays were subjected to a sustained institutionalized misreading which served the purposes of proto-, present and future fascism. So, when Cleopatra calls her false friends ‘modern friends’ [AC, 5.2.163], she provides the subtitle for this book, which is a study of both the witting and unwitting, the naïve and the knowing, among Shakespeare’s fascist followers.

Despite William Hazlitt saying the Poet had a ‘leaning to the arbitrary side’ in politics, as ‘the language of poetry falls naturally in with the poetry of power’, there was no elective affinity between Shakespeare and fascism.2 Instead, it was the fraternisation between the cultural avant-garde and totalitarianism that was authorized when artists and intellectuals updated these plays to the age of the dictators.3 Endlessly recycled in radical revisions, these centuries-old texts were made to lend themselves to what historians term ‘reactionary modernism’, which was a movement to add twentieth-century technology to nineteenth-century nationalism without eclipsing its ‘romantic and irrational’ appeal. In politics, this meant ‘amalgamating nationalism and socialism’, as Adolf Hitler understood.4 And in culture, artists and thinkers were tasked with reconciling rationalism to irrationalism, so that ‘middle class extremism’ could be represented as ‘at once conservative and revolutionary’.5 Forever revived, yet always the same, Shakespeare’s dramas would supply invincible weaponry for this ‘eternal return’, or ‘permanent revolution’ of the old to ‘Make It New’: as Ezra Pound translated Benito Mussolini’s ‘revoluzione continua’.6

Shakespeare’s Fascist Followers describes how Shakespeare was employed to seal the Devil’s Pact when nationalist conservatives shook hands with fascist revolutionaries, and how in Britain the plays were invoked to anglicize the alien creed of fascism, as its leaders campaigned ‘to recover theatre for the national cause’ by ‘looking back fondly to Elizabethan England’.7 Thus, the BUF fervently protested that its ‘revolutionary urge’ was simply for a second English Renaissance, to ‘restore the Tudor atmosphere that gave us Shakespeare’.8 So, was this ‘Blackshirt Shakespeare’ modern or anti-modern?9 The paradox was that it was both, as weaponizing the world’s premier cultural icon for totalitarianism was a front in the wider ‘conservative revolution’, a signifier of what Robert Skidelsky calls the ‘Janus-face’ of fascism, with one side ‘looking forward to a new order’, and the other back to empire. Fascism was born of a ‘quest for modernization and revolt against its consequences’, concludes this biographer of Sir Oswald Mosley, the turncoat aristocrat who led the BUF.10 And Shakespeare functioned as a perfect foil for such a two-faced ideology, since even the more genteel British friends of Hitler and Mussolini, who ‘did not share the fascist view of politics as public spectacle, complete with uniforms, flags and parades, nor accept “un-English” methods such as political violence, antisemitic rabble-rousing and the cult of the leader’, as Bernhard Dietz writes, could screen these unorthodox modern means and methods behind the plays.11

The oxymoron ‘Neo-Toryism’, coined by George Orwell, referred to the British brand of ‘revolutionary conservatism’ that was formalized in 1934 with the launch of the January Club of pro-fascist influencers, chaired by the beery scribbler Sir John Squire. This captain of a cricketing ‘Squierarchy’ of diehard journalists admired the ‘gay, amiable and humane’ Mussolini (who told him ‘je suis démocrate, comme Jules César’) for the kind of ‘humour and poetry’ to be found in Shakespeare, whose writings, he maintained, anticipated every technique of modern stagecraft.12 Squire had assisted his mentor T.E. Hulme in translating the Ur-fascist Reflections On Violence by Georges Sorel, and ‘founded the Club as a platform’ for Mosley. Its members sportingly agreed that ‘many of us might fall in with a Fascist coup d’état’.

But the Club’s mission to merge the modern and medieval was also inspired by the ‘Merry England’ supposedly glorified by the man from Stratford. Hence, it was a badge of honour that one of its leading propagandists was Stratford’s actual squire, Sir Henry Fairfax-Lucy of Charlecote Park, who hectored members that as ‘great nations’ are ‘handicapped by the Party machine’, totalitarian dictatorship would replace parliamentary democracy in the New Order: ‘whether we call this system Fascist or Corporative, any organisation that takes up this work will deserve well of its country and empire’. Known to be ‘a pompous ass like Justice Shallow (who was supposed to be Sir Thomas Lucy)’, Sir Henry Fairfax-Lucy put it about that he would cheerfully ‘support Fascism if that was what was required’.13 He was one of the Neo-Tories who admired Mussolini for marrying fascism to monarchy, and he typified the officer class drawn to the corporate state.14 But in The Children of Charlecote, his son Brian portrayed this Justice of the Peace, Conservative candidate and County Councillor as a household tyrant, whose famished offspring sabotaged his conspiratorial suppers, and a fanatic like the Mitfords’ Hitler-adoring ‘Farve’, Lord Redesdale.15 Obsessed by austerity economics, Sir Henry deployed his stately home, which Henry James once viewed as ‘the core and centre of the English world’, to promote the January Club as ‘a powerhouse for development of Fascist culture’, so MI5 reported, and ran it with the despotism he planned for the entire land, once ‘the evils of universal suffrage’ were expunged. In 1933 the military baronet accordingly greeted Hitler’s usurpation by wishing a similar ‘drastic reform’ on Westminster.16

This was the backdrop to a state-of-the-nation novel, A Prince of the Captivity, published that year by Brian’s father-in-law John Buchan, in which Charlecote features as Armine Court, whose owner is a volatile ‘mixture of High Tory and rampant bolshie’, forever extolling ‘the quality of English stock’, and questing ‘for the right kind of leader’ in his paternalist role as Mayor of nearby Birkpool (Birmingham).17

Buchan evokes the seductiveness of this Shakespearean milieu, confected of ‘wood smoke, old beeswaxed floors, masses of cut flowers’, and the ‘loot’ of empire ‘left by a dozen generations’. The novelist had woven the fascist trope of an international Jewish conspiracy into his spy thriller The Thirty-Nine Steps, which was driven by the fantasy that capitalism ‘had no fatherland’ as ‘the Jew was behind it, he is the man ruling the world’. Yet, as Robert Graves noted, what made this storyteller so clubbable was how he simply voiced the establishment’s own fads and phobias.18 But A Prince of the Captivity was not only canny reportage on the dirty local deals that made Birmingham so ripe for Mosley, and opened up Stratford itself to the Blackshirts. It was testimony to the writer’s refusal of this Shakespearean temptation: ‘he did not want it, and very gently he relaxed the clinging hands’.19

Thanks to the marriage of Alice Buchan to Brian Fairfax-Lucy, there is an embarrassment of documentation about the incubation of proto-fascist attitudes at Shakespeare’s Charlecote. For in Charlecote and the Lucys and Mistress of Charlecote its last chatelaine brought the legend of the poet’s deer poaching in the wooded park beside the Avon up to date, with a genealogy for her father-in-law’s authoritarian blustering. Buchan’s daughter had inherited her narrative skills from the ‘teller of tales’, and the elegies for the great country house she penned give ample evidence as to why her in-laws might ‘fall in’ with the dictators. For the Lucys, ‘Merry England’ had peaked in ‘The Long Summer Afternoon’ of Queen Victoria, when it ‘seemed nothing could threaten’ the Park, ‘every Cottager was regaled’ with roast beef, a docile tenantry danced in the Hall, and the ‘haunts of Shakespeare’s youth’ were not ‘desecrated’. But alas, ‘Everything that happened to Charlecote’ after the 1870s, ‘when the shadow of taxation was creeping over it’, seemed a feeble reflex, while ‘the true refulgence died’. ‘It has never been found satisfactory to allow a servant to command’, the Lucys repined, referring to the mock-Tudor ‘improvement’ which made their seat ‘too big, and cost too much to keep up’. Hence, the Fall of Shakespeare’s Eden was preordained by the ‘standardization and development’ of his old ‘country haunts’:



Never had it been imagined that the day would come when Charlecote would no longer pass from one generation to another. But on 6 June 1946 it happened: Charlecote with its deer park, furniture, and pictures was presented to the National Trust by its owner, Sir Montgomerie Fairfax-Lucy. There was a short formal ceremony in which the keys of the gateway passed from the hands of Sir Barrie Jackson, Director of the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre, into those of George Macaulay Trevelyan, representing the Trust.20



‘The very name Charlecote means so much to every lover of Shakespeare’, Trevelyan orated. Yet Sir Henry had marched his own heir off to Kenya, where Sir Montgomerie enjoyed a ‘feudal lifestyle free from mass democracy’, alongside their friend the Mosleyite Earl of Erroll, in the expats’ ‘Happy Valley’. Alice was sure he never foresaw how ‘the house would open its doors to the nation’.21 For in the Saturday Review and flanking fascistic periodicals Stratford’s overlord and his cabal of ‘well-connected Right-wingers’ hailed ‘The Death of Democracy’, and stiffened schemes for work camps, racial breeding and a return to the soil, with calls to revive an imagined Tudor absolutism.22 Literary nostalgia for ‘Merry England’ was a veritable cottage industry in interwar Britain; but as Alexandra Harris stresses in Romantic Moderns, the conceit that the Bard himself stayed loyal to country life was an invented myth that packed a vicious contemporary punch, for it was a dubious merriness that these ‘anti-Semitic eugenically-minded’ landowners conceived.23 They ‘believed in ritual, as man is a ritualistic species’, affirmed another Kenyan émigré, Gerard Wallop, Lord Lymington, later Earl of Portsmouth; hence, ‘Royalism was at the core of their belief along with admiration for Mussolini’. ‘Toryism is often gibed as a relic of feudalism. It is. So is Merry England’, thumped Wallop.24 Charlecote’s neo-feudal ‘system’ was never, then, an innocent ‘Happy Valley’, ‘it was concrete and political’, as Sir Montgomerie demonstrated whenever he ‘came over to attend to indispensable business’:



He would stay in the Victorian wing, seemingly hating every moment of his visit and longing to return to Kenya […] loudly clapping his hands whenever he wanted anything. [His sister] attributed this habit to the number of black servants her rich brother had at home.25



When a callow James Lees-Milne cycled up to Charlecote in the dramatic summer of 1936, this harbinger of the ‘arbitrary powers’ the owners affected to despise came to inspect the estate for public access, in return for tax relief. But the Country House Secretary of the National Trust found he was himself reduced ‘to the status of an African domestic’, as Fairfax-Lucy, ‘military, dapper and arrogant, walked me quickly round the park’, he recorded, then ‘bade me goodbye. Nervously, I asked if I might see inside. The reply was, “There is absolutely no need. Charlecote is known to be one of the great, the greatest houses of England. Good morning” ’.26 Until his dying day, this ‘sadistic bully’ who ‘resembled Justice Shallow in his pedantry, delighted in making repeated offers of the property’ before scuppering each deal. Only its tantalizing ‘Shakespearean associations’ kept the Trust engaged. But when he revisited the Park in 1942, Lees-Milne thought that ‘underneath the strutting, peppery surface’ of this ‘arrogant and peevish’ poltroon, who in fact recalled P.G. Wodehouse’s ‘Blackshort’ Führer Roderick Spode, 7th Earl of Sidcup, was the duplicitous mind-set of an entire class of reactionary aristocrats. The diarist’s exasperated words can therefore sum up the strategic use to which Shakespeare was put by these fascistic inheritors, as they dreamed of rescue by some charismatic dictator, while hedging their bets, like Shallow and Falstaff’s drinking club, between the White Highlands of colonial ‘Africa and golden joys’ [2H4 5.3.93] at home:



He is obstinate and muddle-headed. He struggles to be reasonable, and just cannot manage to be. His ideas do not coordinate. He showed me the complicated boundaries of the land he proposes to make over. But he kept contradicting himself so that neither he nor I knew at the end of my visit what his intentions were.27

Steel true King

‘ “Merry England” is a phrase that takes us back to the time before the slums’, trumpeted Gerard Wallop in his 1931 manifesto for Conservatives, Ich Dien: The Tory Path, but that also signalled a ‘vehicle of government to carry us forward on a national highway’, where parliament would be bypassed by ‘a body representing the continuous life of the nation’, as ‘the Barons represented service to the Crown, while the burghers represented the guilds’, in the Middle Ages.28 Such an extra-constitutional autobahn would be the chosen route of the Viscount’s patriotic league, the English Mistery, and its paramilitary wing the English Array, which was described by its völkisch outrider Rolf Gardiner in the April 1936 circular of the German Academic Exchange Service as a vanguard of ‘Royalists’ sworn ‘to make the king once again leader of the English people. The king should no longer be simply a bearer of the crown, but the living embodiment of the State’s power and the deepest will of the people […] They want to revive the long lost Germanic traditions in the English social order’.29 That project for a royal dictatorship would not only shape the fascist take on Shakespeare, but infiltrate the teaching of the plays in British schools for over half a century. And as Gerwin Strobl recounts in The Germanic Isle: Nazi Perceptions of Britain, Gardiner’s readers had no difficulty in identifying his ‘Germanic’ cult of leadership, the Hitlerian Führerprinzip, with the Shakespearean psychodrama actually playing out after the succession of George V, a throw-back to ‘the horse-drawn carriage’, by his son Edward VIII, the young man landing ‘hatless from the air’, in the image of John Betjeman’s poem on the death of the old king, like a modern Prince Hal:



As Edward’s brief reign gained momentum, the German press focused on the simple unaffected man and his reluctance to be constrained by protocol and convention. He answered his own telephone, German readers were told. He preferred to travel incognito: as Prince of Wales, he had apparently once been reprimanded by a loyal subject for a flippant remark about himself. Such Volksnähe – ‘proximity to the people’ – had long been a German political ideal. In the absence of participation in government on the part of the Volk, it helped legitimate autocratic rule.30



British fascists found populist prescripts in Shakespeare’s intergenerational plots for their impatience with the usurious ‘Old Gang’ of ‘gentlemen abed in England’, who had led the ‘Lost Generation’ of 1914 into a ‘War to End Wars’, then reneged on a solemn pledge to build ‘A Land Fit For Heroes’.31 Above all, these plays were made to provide a vision for the national rebirth that was meant to follow the advent of a ‘Prince Charming’ who was ‘pro-Hitler, said it was no business of ours to interfere in Germany’s internal affairs re Jews or re anything else, and added that Dictators were very popular these days and we might want one in England’.32

This was a cue for the toadying article hailing Edward’s accession in the imperialist Sketch that made its writer’s reputation as a stage-manager of ‘true fascism’, as opposed to the ‘play-acting passing under the name of Fascism’ paraded by Sir Oswald. The historian Arthur Bryant seems to have genuinely imagined that fascism expressed ‘the desperation of peaceable and ordinary folk who felt it better to die than to see every decent rule and tradition of civilisation trampled underfoot by the brute force of a heartless, unthinking mob’. But as Andrew Roberts revealed in Eminent Churchillians, Bryant’s Shakespearean ‘forelock tugging’ towards Britain’s ‘pro-dictator’ king was also a smart career move for this bestselling biographer of Charles II and Samuel Pepys:33



So in his drama of accession, Shakespeare makes the crown come to Prince Hal, and the grave and virtuous tremble and the wicked rejoice. So gay, so reckless, so wild in his habits and company, the young man stands beside the bed of his dying father and takes the glittering crown lying there and lays it on his own head. And as he does so his love for his father and his sense of the tremendous trust which the dying man is leaving to him wells through his being, and by that great emotion he is transfigured.



My gracious lord! my father!

This sleep is sound indeed. This is a sleep

That from the golden rigol hath divorced

So many English kings. Thy due, from me,

Is tears, and heavy sorrows of the blood;

Which nature, love, and filial tenderness,

Shall, O dear father, pay thee plenteously.

My due, from thee, is this imperial crown;

Which, as immediate from thy place and blood,

Derives itself to me. [2H4 4.3.164–73]34



When the playboy prince became the first real royal ever to set foot in the place, for a gala of both Henry IV plays, after he opened the reconstructed Memorial Theatre on 23 April 1932, ‘the building seemed to have become worryingly cluttered with Princes of Wales’, so the actual heir to the throne piloted his aircraft away before this scene was reached. As Terence Hawkes notes, ‘If ever a story concerned him, this one did’; but Edward’s ‘decision to marry the divorced American, Mrs Wallis Simpson, signally failed to “make offence a skill / Redeeming time when men think least I will” ’.35 In fact, the bored royal visitor slipped out of the auditorium to smoke, on hearing these lines about redemption at the close of the second scene. For Bryant, however, as for many in that inaugural house, Hal’s personal ‘reformation’ [1H4 1.2.190–5] would presage the political revolution which the guest’s ghost-writer that day, Stratford’s erstwhile PR chief A.K. Chesterton, envisioned, when he lauded this ‘steel true King’ in Blackshirt as the latest model of ‘airman hero’, who was destined ‘to throw the whole influence of his brave spirit into Britain’s resurgence’.36 Informed at his father’s funeral by a cousin, the Nazi Duke of Saxe-Coburg Gotha, that the Führer wished to talk peace with Britain’s Prime Minister, ‘Who is King here?’ Edward retorted, ‘Baldwin or I? I myself wish to talk to Hitler’.37 In the event, this retro-modern Hal ruined himself in twelve months with his untimely experiment in personal rule, as George V had predicted; but not before intoxicating fascist fellow travellers such as Bryant with dreams of another Shakespearean Henry V, poised to unleash a British rerun of Hitler’s 1934 Night of the Long the Knives:



And immediately the miracle happens: the man, being a true man, becomes a truer and better one because he has become King. The cumulative wisdom of man that through the long ages has built up the mystic ideal of kingship is justified. The trembling judge who has punished his youthful follies, the brothers who know his wildness, wait in sad apprehension till the young King comes in and sets their hearts at rest:



Brothers, you mix your sadness with some fear;

This is the English, not the Turkish court;

Not Amurath an Amurath succeeds,

But Harry, Harry. [2H4 5.2.46–9]38



Ever the revolutionary conservative, Bryant loved to shock with anachronistic analogies, and provocatively paired General Francisco Franco and the fascist Falange with ‘the patriots of our own Glorious Revolution’; or Hitler with Cromwell, and even Nelson, for their ‘vital and passionate quality’. This time-travel touched logical absurdity with the 1939 translation of Mein Kampf he commissioned for his National Book Club, under the Rightist Hutchinson imprint, which he introduced as an updated Pilgrim’s Progress. As Roberts remarks, ‘It took Bryant to equate’ the Führer with John Bunyan.39 But in his accession articles, not content with crying ‘God for Harry’, Edward, ‘and Saint George!’ [H5 3.1.34], and predicting how once robed in his ‘gorgeous garment, majesty’ [2H4 5.2.44], the prodigal son would ruthlessly discard his ‘former self’ [5.5.56], the historian reaches yet dizzier hyperbole when he confides how ‘At solemn moments such as these, the mind recurs to the past and the past becomes the present. From Elizabeth to Edward VIII is only a step’. Hence, if the start of this reign gives the writer a ‘sense of beginning life again, of being reborn’, like ‘New Year’s Day’, only on ‘a larger scale’, it is because her ‘young and untried’ heir is the latest reincarnation of the royal ‘Phoenix’, for whenever ‘our new sovereign’ rebukes the politicians, ‘Elizabeth is still speaking. “Have a care over my people” ’.40 ‘Something must be done’, Edward famously exclaimed of the unemployed Welsh miners; and in Bryant’s telling the king’s unconstitutional political interference is blessed by Shakespeare’s Gloriana:



‘Let me but bear your love, I’ll bear your cares’ [5.2.58]. It is just that that a good King does. One’s mind recurs to another occasion. Seldom if ever did anyone come to the throne of England with graver difficulties than Elizabeth.41



In Bryant’s ‘bunkum masquerading as history’, Shakespeare’s plays became a manifesto for an activist monarchy, which would invest Edward with the executive powers last wielded by ‘the Patriot King’, Charles II.42 Throughout the summer of 1936 the columnist therefore plugged away at the analogies that made a repowered kingship sound like a restoration of the days when ‘Shakespeare said England was dear for her reputation through the world’ [R2 2.1.58]. Bryant hyped the coming coronation as the ‘supreme moment when the King is made protector of the poor […] the Service is a re-affirmation of that principle: the King receives his trust from God […] That is what Shakespeare meant when he called England a land of such dear souls: he saw her as a country of chivalrous knights’, whose ‘noble deeds made her the hope and admiration of Christendom’. Richard II was therefore quoted again and again by such radical royalists in support of the ‘mystical ideal’ that ‘the King is a man placed by Divine Right at the head of the Race to rule and command it’.43 So, as the Saturday Review speculated, ‘Will the King be a Dictator’ to match ‘the men of Destiny in Italy and Germany?’ Editors at the pro-Nazi Daily Mail certainly expected the King to ‘send for Mosley, and attempt a fascist coup d’état’. By invoking Shakespeare’s supposed preference for ‘Royal Autocracy’, Neo-Tories were thus effectively mobilizing ‘our greatest representative Englishman’ to incite a ‘royal coup against the elected government’, along the lines of the monarchist insurrection launched at the mid-point of Edward’s year when, in Bryant’s words, ‘the law-abiding, religious elements’ of Spain ‘took arms against’ the ‘oppressor’s wrong’ [Ham 3.1.61–73]:



Most of us remember the graphic description in our school history books of the kind of evils which the ordinary subject suffered when every petty baron, released from the restraints of a strong central government, made life a hell for his poorer neighbours; when men were roasted over slow fires and beaten on their feet with iron rods. That is precisely what has happened in our own day in Red Spain. The same horror of anarchy comes again and again into Shakespeare’s plays, because Shakespeare was brought up in an age when old men could still recall the misery of the Wars of the Roses, which had followed the over-rapid encroachments on the King’s controlling power.44



Franco’s revolt against the Spanish Republic in July 1936 gave a fascist twist to Gaunt’s boast that England’s Crusaders were renowned ‘For Christian service and true chivalry’ [R2 2.1.54]. For funded by the January Club, the Nationalist Cruzada rallied reactionaries and revolutionaries together behind ‘a fascist monarchy’ of the kind Edward heralded; and Bryant duly compared the Caudillo to Charles II bringing an end to a civil war as ‘bitter and tragic as the history taking place in Spain’.45 His friend, the arch-royalist Sir Charles Petrie, who specialized in counterfactuals such as If: A Jacobite Fantasy, even imagined Philip II as sovereign of a ‘dual monarchy of Spain and England’ content ‘to govern Italy from Hampton Court’. Because England’s Habsburg ruler was always ‘urging moderation in religious matters on his wife’ when based in London, ‘all went well during these fourteen months’, the Catholic historian argued, and ‘would have gone even better’ had Mary produced their heir.46 Shakespeare, who valued parliament so little he omitted Magna Carta from King John, therefore hoped the Spanish Armada would ring in a time when Jack would ‘have Jill, / Naught shall go ill, / The man shall have his mare again, and all shall be well’ [MND 3.3.45–7]. In fact, the dramatist spoke for every English manufacturer who quietly traded arms with the Peninsula, whether in the 1580s or the 1930s, when he had his Catherine of Aragon lament the breakdown of her own Anglo-Spanish marriage:



                    Wherefore I humbly

Beseech you, sir, to spare me, till I may

Be by my friends in Spain advis’d…

[H8 2.4.51–3]47



The picture of Shakespeare as an Armada fellow traveller boosted the real British Friends of Nationalist Spain in their lobbying for Franco’s purported ‘fascist monarchy’. At this crisis-point, more than ever, the plays therefore seemed to symbolize a bridge ‘between Europe’s newest political experiment and oldest form of government’.48 As the BUF ideologue Alexander Raven Thomson explained, ‘the Tudor Period’ offered a blueprint for Britain’s ‘regal fascism’, because this ‘high point of our national life found expression not only in the seafaring of Walter Raleigh and Francis Drake, but the philosophy and science of Francis Bacon and the poetry and drama of William Shakespeare. It will be in recovering the vital energy of Tudor England that we may realise the great future of our nation’.49 That recovery never looked closer than in the final hours of Edward’s reign, when Mosley was ‘in direct communication with the Court’, and at the Daily Mail they eagerly expected ‘the King to attempt a fascist coup d’état’.50 On 28 November Bryant dismissed scares about ‘General Goering establishing himself, his S.S. and his S.A. at No. 10’ as old hat: ‘Shakespeare understood our national character when he wrote that having one idea in their heads they ride it to death’.51 But the columnist’s own Shakespearean scenario for the revamped nation, inspired by an amateur production of The Taming of the Shrew in a small Cambridgeshire village, did not sound so different, when he said this ‘would not have disgraced Oberammergau, nor, for that matter, Salzburg’ (well known for the anti-Semitic slant of their performances). He would be able to check that comparison when he travelled to Berchtesgaden in 1939 as Lord Halifax’s secret emissary to Hitler:



These villagers brought something which neither the reading of the study nor the renderings of the professional stage had ever revealed – the extent to which Shakespeare knew his England and the sturdy vitality of her rough sons and daughters – the common folk who ploughed her fields, manned her ships, and cooked her rich joints and puddings. Here, in the broad Saxon accent that Shakespeare himself spoke, was God’s plenty, as manifested in this teeming island […] These country-men understood unconsciously what Shakespeare was after: they could not help doing so, for they were themselves that which he loved and painted.



To commend the comedy of ‘Katherine the curst’ [TS, 1.2.123] at the height of the Wallis Simpson melodrama was risqué. But Bryant had just inherited his column in the populist Illustrated London News from G.K. Chesterton, the famous cousin of Stratford’s publicist, who similarly loved to lecture readers how ‘all great drama has been founded on the life of the people, and the aspirations and feelings of what are sometimes called the common folk’. In ‘Some Village Players’ G.K.’s successor attested that wherever the English ‘associate on terms of real equality’, and ‘share their pleasures’, their ‘catholic view of life’ was broad enough for them to let Petruccio wive his Kate: ‘Hence the significance of everyday working men and women acting plays that interpret the full scope of life, as they know it, to themselves and their neighbours’. Bryant especially applauded the ‘exquisite humour and deliberation’ of ‘an old coachman’ enunciating the wisdom of Grumio: ‘See, to beguile the old folks, how the young folks lay their heads together’ [132].52 Evidently, Shakespeare was being lined up alongside the ‘crowds of young men and women gathered outside Buckingham Palace to cheer the King’. On 11 December Mosley harangued 3,000 of them in Stepney, demanding to put the royal marriage to a popular vote.53 The historian did not need to spell out the piquancy of Kate’s compliant last words in the play, about the duty ‘the subject owes the prince’, when that night his article on The Taming of the Shrew rolled off the press:



Fie, fie, unknit that threat’ning, unkind brow.

And dart not scornful and glances from those eyes

To wound thy lord, thy king, thy governor.

[TS 5.2.140–3]



An entire manifesto for a ‘King’s Party’ was entailed by Bryant’s assertion that there was ‘something even more important about the village drama movement’ than ‘bringing back a long-lost glory to the national stage’. The Bard had often ‘babbled o’ green fields’ [H5 2.3.15], Londoners were reminded, and ‘gave up writing and acting plays as soon as he made enough to retire to the best house of his native Stratford, where his father had been a dealer in malt, skins and corn’.54 Bryant’s preference for ‘farmers, chicken-raisers and country housewives’ above ‘the circle of fashionables and exotics’ in ‘the audience of the West End’, and for the simplicity of an ‘iron-roofed village hall’ over ‘the post-prandial pomps of Haymarket and Shaftesbury Avenue’, sounded more like Country Life. But he had long propagated ‘the idea of a golden rural age, an age that had been destroyed by capitalists, Jews and socialists’.55 As Roberts reveals, Bryant’s anti-urban prejudices would shortly ‘interest policemen as well as publishers’. Yet as the Illustrated London News hit suburban doormats on 12 December 1936, it might have seemed to subscribers of this ‘house magazine of appeasement’ that its columnist’s appeal for Britain to be orchestrated like an am-dram club, with ‘unity – the binding principle of mutual confidence on which every great national culture depends’, was about to be answered by a corporatist putsch, ‘enacting, each in the part for which the individual is best fitted, a drama which demands the co-operation of all, irrespective of wealth or status’.56 Unfortunately for Bryant’s stage-management, the previous evening his romantic lead instead broadcast his reasons for abdicating.

Bryant would not be the only pundit to dramatize the Abdication as ‘like the close of a Shakespearian tragedy’; but he stood out for the unctuousness with which he wrapped the royalist power-grab in the ‘gorgeous garment’ of Shakespeare’s ‘mystic ideal of kingship’. His regret in his next column that ‘we have lost one who might well have been one of the greatest British Kings’, led him to hazard that ‘one would have to go back to the seventeenth century to find a parallel’ for ‘the whole sad, bewildering story’: in the beheading of Charles I. ‘As for the royal actor’, Bryant implausibly averred that the ex-King ‘nothing common did nor mean / Upon that memorable scene’. Winston Churchill tearfully quoted the same poem to the departing sovereign, who would prove by his treason in the war, however, how undeserving he was of comparison with Marvell’s Stuart martyr, let alone ‘fit for highest trust’.57 Yet Bryant persisted in using ‘the genius of Shakespeare’ to yoke the fortunes of the House of Windsor to his own ‘quasi-national socialism’, insisting he ‘was not writing fantasy when he put into the mouth of John of Gaunt his vision of “this dear, dear land”. He was merely defining the character’ of a country that remained ‘half-authoritarian’, and where ‘in the presence of the aristocracy, the King is made protector of the poor’.58 Stanley Baldwin was a past master at this Shakespeare quotation game, however, and the Prime Minister shut down controversy not only over Edward and Wallis but the constitutional constraints on any future British monarch, when he clinched the Abdication debate in the House of Commons by declaiming the lines of Laertes on Ophelia’s liaison with Hamlet:



His greatness weighed, his will is not his own,

For he himself is subject to his birth,

He may not, as unvalued persons do,

Carve for himself; for on his choice depends

The safety and the health of the whole state.

[Ham 1.3.17–21]59

Hamlet and Modern Life

Edward VIII had grown up ‘reciting excerpts from Shakespeare’. If he found his will ‘was not his own’, he should therefore not have been surprised that his ‘king’s story’ was pre-scripted by the Bard.60 Even as his stammering brother Albert was coached into the part of George VI by reciting ‘To be or not to be’, if his speech therapist is believed, Edward was recast as the once-and-future king destined to save Europe from anti-fascist warmongers who rampaged ‘like Hotspur’ ‘and ask for blood’.61 In a graceless sermon the Archbishop of Canterbury, Cosmo Gordon Lang, had likened the ex-king to James II, who in ‘darkness left these shores’ on the same date in 1688. But the Stuart analogy was music to the Duke’s defenders, who needed no churchman to preach divine right. Legitimists such as Petrie simply added Edward VIII to the dethroned Alfonso XIII, George II of Greece, or Otto von Habsburg, in their campaign for royal restoration.

The extent to which the problematic personality and dictatorial plans of the ex-king instead shaped Neo-Tory political theology was soon plain in the rhapsodic writings of Bryant’s literary counterpart, G. Wilson Knight. Like the historian, this great Shakespearean is frequently derided for presenting the plays as patent ‘royal propaganda’; but even Knight’s detractors miss the fascist slant of his conception of ‘Shakespeare as the Poet of Royalism’:



The design of a Shakespearian play is closely related to the queen-centered society of Tudor England […] Similarly the Crown today is the heart of the nation’s body as the prime-minister, or parliament, its rationalizing head; drawing to it and redistributing the life-fluid, as London is the heart of our country’s economic life with roads and railways as arteries. The heart beats and functions silently, but it is always there and always awake, as the mind is not, conditioning the activities of limb, of eye and of thought, imitating the sovereign power of nature.62



Knight’s corporatism, here recycling the Fable of the Belly told in Coriolanus by the old lord Menenius, aligned with the Neo-Tory view that ‘The true conception of the divine right of kings, comes from the pagan conception of blood and soil’, in Wallop’s words.63 ‘Shakespeare’s nature-feeling is one in kind with his royalistic doctrine’, Knight lectured, and in wartime essays collected as The Sovereign Flower expounded the lesson that Britain’s ‘saving forces’ must also dedicate themselves to ‘their country’s purge’ [5.2.28–30]. In keeping with his belief in an activist monarchy, the scholar was not shy in spelling out this meant ‘our own social system must be newly understood and purged of all rottenness, regaining direct contact with sources of strength. Why has the National-Socialist movement in Germany had so strong a hold over its youth? Have we nothing to learn from it? I think we have’. What Knight learned from the Nazis was that ‘There must be many big changes bearing heavily on the shallow purposes of big business and the equally shallow criticism which it has spawned’, and that to ‘purge’ all this ‘rottenness’ the Crown ‘should function like the sun, soaking up and next redistributing as a heart the fluidities of wealth’. ‘Capitalism has a bad name, and much of the mud flung at it is deserved’, asserted the sun-worshipping critic.64 But like Bryant, Knight was skirting anti-Semitism in his equal damnation of the Marxists with markets. And the pattern for his brand of radical royalism came openly from Edward’s dictatorial interventions:



Shakespeare’s Prince Hal and Byron’s Sardanapalus, both conceived as attractive, ideal, though unconventional, sovereign types who embarrass their societies (and bear, perhaps, an important relation to our own Edward VIII) are men who as living individuals embody rather than symbolize the semi-mystic properties of kingship, and are less obviously suitable for their constitutional position, and will be either super-kings or failures, or both at once.65



Knight’s ‘supra-rational’ belief that ‘The Crown preserves the more magical radiations of the hero-leader’, tipped into blatant hero-worship whenever some charismatic leader appeared to display what he called the ‘golden’ qualities of a Hal, or the ‘great royalist poet’ Byron himself, whose ‘royal essence’ proves ‘There’s such divinity doth hedge a king / That treason can but peep to what it would’ [Ham 4.5.123–4].

Knight passionately endorsed the cult of Lawrence of Arabia as a ‘quasi-fascistic national hero’, as represented in Auden and Christopher Isherwood’s 1936 play The Ascent of F6, where the ‘Hamlet-like’ protagonist is allegorized as a ‘Truly Weak Man’ toughened into a climber who is ‘Truly Strong’.66 ‘Europe was ready for peace’, the Hitlerite writer Henry Williamson, affirmed, and ‘Lawrence was the natural leader’ to secure it. Inspired by his hero, the novelist even had ‘the wild idea of flying to Germany to persuade Hitler not to make war himself’. So, Knight firmly believed the tall story that at Williamson’s prompting Lawrence had ridden off ‘at once to arrange, by telegram’, to meet the Führer, and that on this mission ‘he crashed and was killed’.67 He likened the volunteer aircraftman’s readiness to fly to Germany to Hamlet ‘Exposing what is mortal and unsure / To all that fortune, death, and danger dare’ [4.4.9:41/2]. That Shakespeareanizing of the ‘man of spirit’ made ‘man of action’, in ‘the manner of Hamlet’s admiration of Fortinbras’, spoke to Knight’s belief that the play’s ‘neurotic hero’ personified ‘England during the last twenty years, suffering inward division’, while ‘younger, more virile nations, Italy and Germany, get down to business with the thoughtless energies of a Laertes or a Fortinbras’.68

Hamlet’s emulation of Laertes and Fortinbras, as ‘strong young men serving ideals […] without a questioning thought’, took Knight close to Hitler’s plans in the ‘war-like setting’ of the Polish Corridor, ‘a plot / Whereon the numbers cannot try the cause’ [4.4.9:52], as he implied in the recital he began rehearsing in the spring of 1940. There, the Bard was said to challenge the British to ‘penetrate below the surface’ of ‘an unclean society’, and submit ‘military and national values’ to a ‘collaboration, with greater, and mysterious, presences’. They could initiate such a ‘collaboration’ by admitting how an attack like ‘Fortinbras’s expedition against the Poles’ might be justified, ‘when honour’s at the stake’ [9:46]. For from his Canadian chair, Knight was viewing the breaking conflict as a duel of ‘mighty opposites’ [5.2.63], in which ‘two ways of life wrestle for mastery’, but about which ‘One must not talk too glibly of good and evil’, because ‘ “justice” will be construed differently by the interested parties’. During the standoff that ensued from this ambivalence, when Chamberlain distracted himself by reading Shakespeare’s comedies, it seems, then, that the Professor imagined his mission might also be to help to end this European ‘Civil War’, by giving the legend of Saint George and the Dragon a happy ending:



Our joint destiny must, I think, involve a fusion of the very powers now seemingly engaged in death-grapple: ‘the red-rose and the white are on his face …’ [3H6 2.5.97]. The Dragon – as Nietzsche knew – has his rights. The demonic energies which Shakespeare’s art so beautifully controls are the raw stuff of his greatest poetry. Each play is a ritual whereby internal discord is objectified in war, and war transmuted into peace.69



Knight’s Toronto articles were plugs for his first appearance as Timon in March 1940, at Trinity College Theatre, where he exposed the ‘vivid cameo’ of his ‘naked body, picked out by the wing-light’ on the cry of ‘Burn, house! Sink Athens!’ [Tim 3.7.96], and strutted his stuff as a superhero, excoriating ‘miserly greed’ and the ‘undisciplined commercial’ system that bred ‘war as its inevitable result’. This was ‘a play that touches all of us’, Canadians were warned, where we ‘feel Shakespeare wondering whether all armed conflict is finally stupid and degrading, and the history of modern Europe poisoned at the source of national action’. For the dramatist had ‘shirked none of the criticisms levelled against society in our time by the pacifist and communist’, and so his ‘supreme faith in Great Britain’s destiny’ did not depend on Defence of the Realm. Instead, when ‘the governors of his native land’ plead with Timon ‘to save them from the invader while there is yet time, he refuses’, and the alienated oracle ‘pronounces judgement’ on ‘powers for evil’ nearer home, praying for the ‘army marching to invade his native land to loose destruction on a wicked civilization’. This was why Timon was ‘called a Phoenix’ [2.1.32]; for what ‘burns alike’ in both his ‘love and later hatred’, the similarly expatriated Chamberlainite concluded, was ‘a saving power which we ought not to reject’.70

Williamson himself wrote a Hamlet novel issued in the month Hitler became Chancellor. The Golden Falcon turns on a lecture given in New York, where the hero claims Shakespeare’s Ghost has multiplied into ‘the ghosts of ten million men slain on the battlefields’. ‘Rosencrantzes and Guildensterns debate the origins of the World War’, Williamson’s Manfred sneers, but ‘those who have come out of the mist’ know it was ‘murder most foul’, for ‘the sun sees no shadows’. To this air ace, and author of a book called Solitude and the Sun, the ‘modern Hamlet’ must fly ‘i’the’sun’, so clouds no longer hang on him. In The Golden Falcon the Black Prince has thus become a prototypical fascist leader, who follows the eponymous Totenvögel into the rising sun, only to crash in flames on his solo flight to rescue Britain. Williamson was conflating America’s ‘Star-Spangled Fascist’, the transatlantic aviator Charles Lindbergh, with Lawrence (‘Everest of Damascus’), in this updating of the play as the tragedy of a man who ‘walks in the sun of his own integrity’, with ‘gold hair, blue eyes’, and ‘the power to smile while being burnt’. But the nature writer would base his lifelong Hitler-worship on the idea his Manfred consequently claims is the secret of Hamlet: that out of the ‘dark things, springs light’.71
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All Perform their Tragic Play

Yeats goes to Stratford

Temple of the Giants

On 23 April 1901, William Butler Yeats marked the dawn of a new century and the end of a long reign by going on a ‘ “retreat”, as Catholics say’, at Stratford-upon-Avon. How the Shakespeare he imagined he encountered there became a vehicle for a generation of fellow travellers on their road from nationalism to fascism is the subject of Shakespeare’s Fascist Followers. For what drew this self-styled pilgrim to walk the ‘quiet streets, where gabled and red-tiled houses remember the Middle Ages’, was a season of the Histories being staged at the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre. The poet would revisit this festival venue many times over the next decade, and soon joined its Council. His next trip even gave him ‘an idea of going on the stage’ himself. Yet with the wild impracticality he attributed to the ‘porcelain’ king of Richard II, the man of the stage neglected to book tickets for this first visit, and so had to watch the show perched on a kitchen chair at the back of the stalls, before catching up with the audience at ‘the inn-parlour, under the oak beams blackened by time and showing the mark of the adze that shaped them’, of the pub facing the ‘green garden’ behind the theatre. Yet if the ancient timbers yoked its ingle to the Middle Ages, the headiness in the Black Swan was also inspired by the shape of things to come. Some say Yeats experienced only a ‘hundred days of fascism’, but his words in the Stratford bar hint how he long confused fascistic rants with Shakespeare:


If we do not talk of the plays, we talk of the theatre, and of how more people may be got to come, and our isolation from common things makes the future seem grandiose and important. One man tells how the theatre and the library were at their foundation but part of a scheme the future is to fulfil […] Another man is certain that the Festival may become with favouring chance the supreme dramatic event of the world; and when I suggest that it may help to break the evil prestige of London he becomes enthusiastic. Surely a bitter hatred of London is becoming a mark of those who loves the arts.1


The art-lover was staying at the Shakespeare Hotel, where each bedroom was named after a different character in the plays; but it was with Hamlet he said his ‘Tragic Generation’ felt most at home: ‘Some of these Hamlets went mad, some drank’, until ‘in 1900 everybody got down off their stilts; henceforth nobody drank absinthe’ and ‘nobody went mad’.2 As ‘a child of Aestheticism, introspective and dreamy’, yet avid to ‘become his opposite, the man of action’, Yeats claimed to model his ‘artificial stride’ on Henry Irving’s arrogant ‘strut’ in the part of the Prince. ‘What brushes fly and gnat aside?’ he asked in 1938: ‘Irving and his plume of pride’. So, the Irish writer stressed he had always idolized Hamlet as ‘an image of heroic self-possession for the poses of youth and childhood to copy, a combatant of the battle within myself. My father had read me the story of the little boy murdered by the Jews in Chaucer’.3 That violent concatenation came to look increasingly sinister as the impatience Yeats shared with the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche at the idea of Hamlet as a ‘John-a-dreams’ [Ham 2.2.545] fuelled the cult of ‘action for action’s sake’ which Umberto Eco, for one, has named ‘Ur-Fascism’.4 The poet’s fantasies of brushing inferiors aside, like ‘fly and gnat’, remained ‘metaphorical’ it is claimed.5 But a theme of Shakespeare’s Fascist Followers is how a misreading of Shakespeare could inure an artist such as Yeats to the human consequences of taking his fascistic dreams for political responsibilities:


All perform their tragic play,

There struts Hamlet, there is Lear,

That’s Ophelia, that Cordelia;

Yet they, should the last scene be there,

The great stage curtain about to drop,

If worthy their prominent part in the play,

Do not break up their lines to weep.6


With Irving’s ‘famous Hamlet’ in his ‘mind’s eye’, Yeats believed ‘Shakespeare himself’ foreshadowed a change ‘in the temperament of the world’, from art to activism, when he thrust between the Prince’s ‘fingers agile rapier and dagger’.7 So, his article ‘At Stratford-on-Avon’, which appeared in the May 1901 edition of The Speaker, was a flyer for his own Dublin theatre, with a ‘Celtic’ subtext that ‘Shakespeare belonged to the Irish’. And today it is read as a prime instance of ‘the confluence of culture and politics’ that ‘implicated Shakespeare within nationalist ideologies’ at the turn of the twentieth century.8 The euphoria in Stratford’s thespian tavern was certainly at one with Yeats’s magical thinking about the mystery theatre of his dreams, as ‘a real movement of the people’ like the National Theatre in Oslo, with an ‘unruly Elizabethan audience’ united by ‘language and history’.9 But the night before his Stratford trip Yeats had seen Irving as Coriolanus, and whenever he studied the scene where the treasonous Roman nobleman ‘tells the impudent servants his home is under the canopy’, ‘I’th’city of kites and crows’ [Cor 4.5.41], he imagined he was communing ‘with the living mind of Shakespeare’.10 Already in his Speaker piece, the poet’s take on the plays was providing symbolic cover, then, for what he himself called the ‘love of force common to a certain type of literary men’, and prefiguring his supremacist theories about saving ‘better stocks’ from the ‘lowest’, whose racial ‘degeneration’ he associated, in one of his most telling fascistic slippages, with the abandonment of ‘stock’ Shakespeare:


Since 1900 the better stocks have not been replacing their numbers, while the stupider and less healthy have been replacing theirs. Unless there is a change in the public mind every rank above the lowest must degenerate, and, as inferior men push up into its gaps, degenerate more and more quickly. The results are already visible in the degeneration of literature, newspapers, amusements (there was once a stock company playing Shakespeare in every considerable town).11


Something dark was brewing in the pub also known as the Dirty Duck that would prove truly toxic, as ‘The Celt in London’ treated locals to ‘bitter hatred’ of the metropolis. For Yeats’s Shakespearean ‘retreat’ was a rehearsal not only for Dublin’s Abbey Theatre, where the Stratford project to revive a ‘lost tradition of musical speech’ would soon be instituted, but for the conceit that such a ‘Temple’ would lay down the law for the land, until ‘the arts grow as serious as the Ten Commandments’.12 As he followed the ‘links that bind play to play’ over Stratford’s ‘Week of Kings’ the theatregoer therefore revelled in director Frank Benson’s epic massing of ‘insurgent crowds’ and ‘people of the gutter’. But he was most excited by the ‘immense energy’ of Shakespeare’s ‘warring nobles’, whose ‘indifference to death’ made them look ‘no nearer the common stature of men than do the Gods and the heroes of the Greek plays’. There was ‘something mythological’ about these pumped up supermen, the poet reflected, that ought to have inspired a more Olympian monument than the Tudorbethan pile erected for the Festival in 1876, the interior of which he disliked more than anything in the town, and that represented everything that was wrong about England’s hybrid Tower of Babel:


Had there been no Renaissance and no Italian influence to bring in the stories of other lands English history would, it may be, have become as important to the English imagination as the Greek myths to the Greek imagination; and many plays by many poets would have woven it into a single story whose contours, vast as those of Greek myth, would have made living men and women seem like swallows building their nests under the architrave of some Temple of the Giants.13


Rowing ‘by weedy banks’, Yeats fancied the Swan of Avon sang of times when ‘herons built their nests in old men’s beards’; but it was swallows in Stratford eves that beguiled the traveller now. Later that summer he would ‘meditate upon a swallow’s flight’ at Lady Gregory’s mansion in Galway, and ‘Dreaming back’ in ‘Coole Park, 1929’ mused how ‘swallows fluttering’ in ‘a circle ever returning to itself’ obeyed a compass that keeps ‘a swallow to its first intent’.14 By the 1920s the iconic kinship of Yeats’s leitmotif of ‘turning in the widening gyre’ with the fasces and swastika was therefore becoming overt.15 As the Irish mystagogue gestured airily, ‘A similar circular movement fundamental in the works of [Mussolini’s ideologue] Giovanni Gentile is, I read somewhere, the half-conscious foundation of the political thought of modern Italy’.16 In fact, this ‘powerful emblem’ betrayed the affinity of ‘modernist literature and authoritarianism’ Frank Kermode explored in The Sense of an Ending, and Roger Griffin makes a starting-point of Modernism and Fascism, whereby ‘totalitarian theories of form’ refracted a ‘totalitarian politics’. Yeats’s avian symbolism would duly harden into the messianic bird that hails ‘the superhuman’, like Hamlet’s ‘bird of dawning’ [Ham 1.2.141], in his poem ‘Byzantium’. Hence, as fascism itself took wing, the ‘sudden thunder’ of the ‘mounting swan’ he admired at Coole acquired the force of ‘a rage / To end all things’. But the ‘violent annunciation’ then foretold was already prophesied in his daydream of ‘The temple-haunting martlet’ [Mac 1.6.4] on the banks of the Avon.17

‘Where are now the warring kings?’ asks the first of Yeats’s Collected Poems. His answer in ‘At Stratford’ is that they are reborn in Shakespeare. So, he would spend years penning ‘plays in Shakespearean blank verse about Irish kings for which no one cared a farthing’.18 But to start afresh, he thought Stratford’s theatre should be demolished, and as a finer venue ‘must be built sooner or later, that would be no great matter if one could put a wiser shape into somebody’s head’. How the poet’s Grecian ‘Temple’ might have looked, if his vision of playgoers flocking like swallows beneath its portico had been realized, can be guessed from the German Valhalla raised in 1842 over the Danube at Regensburg. Hitler would worship in this Doric hall of fame; and Yeats’s model for the interior of his pantheon was another shrine funded by a Bavarian ruler who dreamed of ‘forging a national community through theatrical media’, Ludwig II, this time to designs by the Führer’s supreme culture hero.19 The idea that the Midland town
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