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Introduction

Archie Henderson

1Matthew Feldman is a noted scholar of twentieth century literature and history. His publications include three monographs and numerous volumes edited or co-edited by him. His first collection of essays was Falsifying Beckett: Essays on Archives, Philosophy and Methodology in Beckett Studies (Stuttgart: ibidem-Verlag, 2015), containing pieces published over a dozen years. This collection, his second, covers a wider chronology and range of subject matter, but finds in its title, “Politics, Intellectuals, and Faith,” a unifying theme. What is of overriding concern to Feldman in these essays, written for academic and general audiences between 2002 and 2020, is how, and why, intellectuals of the twentieth-century were drawn to extremism; how the kind of fervent devotion—akin to religious devotion—that they expressed was in fact essential in the construction of totalitarian rule; and how some legacies have influenced, above all, fascist and radical right movements to this day.

Part 1, “Ezra Pound, Modernist and Fascist,” consists of a series of interrelated essays devoted to the American poet Ezra Pound (1885-1972), who was the subject of Feldman’s compact monograph Ezra Pound’s Fascist Propaganda, 1935-45 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). “Modernist” and “fascist,” the two roles for which Pound is probably best known, are frequently considered to be the “two sides” of the poet, which are conveniently separated and compartmentalized in many discussions of his life and works. In this bifurcated formulation, the modernist half of the famous poet’s life is the triumph, the fascist half is the tragedy. Feldman does not see it this way. For him, the two sides cannot be so neatly divided, at least during World War II. Just like a coin, one “side” cannot stand alone without the other. Feldman wants to understand how Pound’s life—one of the most fascinating of the twentieth century—could have turned out the way it did. For this, he needs to ask and answer the question, “Just how deeply involved was Ezra Pound with fascism?” The question has been evaded by most (but not all) Pound scholars—presumably for fear of what would turn up by way of an answer.

Calling it “high time to start taking Ezra Pound’s fascism seriously,” Feldman frames his monograph’s approach to Pound’s last decade in Fascist Italy by arguing that “fascism’s ‘political faith’, typically mapping onto traditional Christian practices, can be usefully understood as a defining feature of fascist ideology.” In the words of historian Emilio Gentile, “the construction of a fascist religion, centred around the sacralization of the state, appears to be an attempt to evoke—in order to legitimize the fascist regime—the sacred nature of the Roman archetype as ‘an expression of an ethical-religious concept, in which the essential reasons behind the state’s existence and power are projected as symbols of faith.’” “It was necessary,” said Mussolini (My Autobiography, p. 69), “to lay the foundation of a new civilization.” As Gentile explains this notion, in the move away from “many centuries of decadence, the Italian people had the chance to create a new civilization; but only total subservience to the duce’s leadership, and belief in the fascist religion, would have given Italians the moral force necessary to rise to the challenge.” Feldman sees Mussolini’s foundation-laying—what Gentile terms, in an article of that title, the “Fascist anthropological revolution”—as “part of a socio-political, revolutionary attempt to overcome perceived decadence by seeking to create literally ‘new men’ of action and faith: warrior-priests with the will to turn myth into reality and establish a secular utopia; or in Pound’s words, a ‘paradiso terrestre.’” As applied to Pound—who also advocated for a “new civilization” in 1928—and in many instances before and since—this means that “Pound’s veneration for Mussolini only starts to make sense, then, against the unmistakable backdrop of Fascism’s ‘political faith’ […] Even as an expatriate in Fascist Italy, Pound’s commitment to the ‘Fascist faith’ was far from idiosyncratic; it was representative.” Extending far beyond his delivery of antisemitic speeches over Rome Radio, Pound’s transnational fascist commitments show a dimension of the poet that is not encapsulated in the standard picture of him as a hopeless idealist in wartime Italy: “For too long, Pound’s fascist activism has simply been dismissed as either mad or bad, the product of political naiveté or misplaced economic idealism. Some or all of these factors may apply but, in short, this misses the wood for the trees. All too often lacking in supporting evidence, this tradition will be directly countered by the archivally driven view advanced here: Pound was a committed and significant English-language strategist and producer of fascist propaganda before, and during, Europe’s most destructive war.” Feldman’s book stirred considerable controversy among Pound scholars, with its unflinching portrait of Pound as the committed fascist overshadowing his role as the “quintessential modernist and composer of some of the twentieth century’s most admired verse.”

In the eight essays that comprise Part 1, Feldman goes beyond the date range and topics covered in Ezra Pound’s Fascist Propaganda, 1935-1945 (while including one chapter from the latter). He identifies some key moments in the timeline leading to the poet’s being “all in” with activism on behalf of Italian Fascism. These include, of course, his famous meeting with Mussolini in 1933, but also include his reading of a book by Kantorowicz; his print propaganda for the Italian invasion of Abyssinia in the mid-1930s and for the British Union of Fascists between 1936 and 1940, both of which coincided with and reflected his growing antisemitism; and his encounter with Hitler’s Mein Kampf in 1942. During his postwar years of confinement at Saint Elizabeths Hospital in Washington, D.C., Pound attracted numerous neo-fascist visitors—with Eustace Mullins, John Kasper, and Matthias Koehl counted among the most notorious of them—and influenced like-minded devotees in the United Kingdom and Australia. Feldman concludes Part 1 with a look at Pound’s influence on the Italian neo-Fascist group named after him.

Feldman starts off the first chapter in this volume with a striking quotation from Lawrence Rainey, who asserted in 1999 that it was “the allure, the thrill, the prospect of terror […] that attracted Ezra Pound to Fascism,” and not “the multiplicity of motives” that, as scholars have tried to argue, led Pound—and numerous other European intellectuals—“towards the totalitarian temptation.” Feldman, however, rejects Rainey’s notion of intellectuals as, in essence, bystanders standing agape before the spectacle of totalitarianism, seeing them instead as potentially “key cultural influencers” who were in a unique position to “lead the leaders” on matters of culture. In this connection, Pound’s cultural influence has been a particular long-lasting one, extending beyond his work in Fascist Italy to the younger generation of fascists and radical right extremists who gathered around him on the grass at St Elizabeths, as well as contemporary neo-fascist groups such as CasaPound, explicitly named after the poet. In fact, Feldman focuses not on the spectacle of Fascist terror as a motivator for Pound, but on his hero worship of Il Duce and “key aspects of Fascism’s cultural nationalism” as “essential drivers in his turn toward fascist ideology.” Feldman sees Pound, though resident in Italy for nearly a decade, as having first been “radicalized” in 1932-33, followed by a second “radicalisation,” or redoubling of his commitment to the Fascist cause, after another decade had elapsed (1942-43), which in turn brought him back to a reconsideration of historical figures representing older, pre-Fascist “Italian traditions to bolster his support for the wartime Axis.” In December 1943, during this second radicalisation, Pound wrote a letter to regime functionary Alessandro Pavolini recommending a law mandating the showcasing of The Protocols of the Elders by Zion, among other books, by booksellers. Pound’s rationale is as shocking today as it was when Feldman quoted it in Ezra Pound’s Fascist Propaganda, 1935-45: “The arrest of Jews will create a wave of useless mercy; thus the need to disseminate the Protocols [of the Elders of Zion]. The intellectuals are capable of a passion more durable than the emotional, but they need to understand the reasons for a conflict.” Feldman’s concern is to understand how Pound’s example could have helped build the foundations for the postwar “fascist traditions” that followed Mussolini; it is only through an understanding of high-profile cases such as Pound’s that democratic societies can work toward their “wish to be inoculated from fascist ideology.”

In the following chapter, Feldman summarizes the standard picture of Pound as a “naive modernist, swept along by the radical politics of his day,” seeking through archival investigation to return the story to its “historical and political contexts.” In answer to the question “Just how deeply involved was Ezra Pound with fascism?” Feldman finds that Pound was “far more of a committed political pugilist” than the standard account allows for. The FBI file on Pound suggests, for instance, even if it does not establish with certainty, that “Ezra Pound was a member of a committee in the Ministry of Popular Culture which met every morning to formulate anti-Allied propaganda and that Pound was the head of the United States Division of that committee.” Those allegations remain to be investigated; in any event, the FBI file proves that Pound exchanged numerous letters with Gian Gaetano Cabella, a newspaper editor and important regime official—amongst scores of other Fascist apparatchiks—and wrote position papers on framing Axis propaganda.

In Chapter 3, Feldman argues that Pound’s reading of Ernst Kantorowicz’s idiosyncratic Frederick The Second 1994-1250 in the early 1930s, probably between 1932 and 1933, may have been an essential way station for his “conversion” to Italian fascism, part of his first wave of ideological “radicalisation.” His lionization of Mussolini led him to abandon his libertarian belief in the minimal state, a view which persisted until the mid-1920s at least, in favor of totalitarian government, modelled on Frederick II of Sicily, who, like Mussolini after him, attempted “to enlighten Europe both culturally and economically.” Pound might have read Kantorowicz after his meeting with Mussolini in 1933, but he had certainly read Dante’s De Monarchia beforehand. Dante’s “manifesto for secular rule” can be read—and Pound probably did read it—as a justification of total rule in the Mussolinian vein. The difference between Dante’s ideal ruler and Frederick II, at least as presented by Kantorowicz, is that “Dante provides the idea that the state is divinely sanctioned; Kantorowicz, by contrast, argues strenuously that the state is willed into being by the autocrat, and ordered by his temporal omniscience, which is numinous in and of itself.” In Feldman’s words, “Kantorowicz portrays the emperor as an artifex,” making him a precursor to Mussolini, still another artifex in Pound’s eyes.

The “Make it crude” of Chapter 4’s title is explained by Feldman’s thesis that, in delivering his propaganda broadcasts over Rome Radio, “[t]he prophet of modernism’s quest to ‘make it new’ had descended, abruptly it seemed, into crude demagogy.” Feldman goes on to explain that the “it” refers specifically to Pound’s antisemitism, which turned overt around 1935, for reasons that Feldman tries to dissect. The descent into crudity spanned the years 1935-39, when he was writing propaganda for the British-Italian Bulletin and publications of Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists (BUF). Pound’s earliest antisemitic propaganda for the British-Italian Bulletin (1935-1936) was heavily encoded; but “by 1939, these were often less antisemitic codes than stock canards.” By the period of his wartime broadcasts, Pound’s antisemitic propaganda became “increasingly bound up with Pound’s denunciation of usurers and conspirators.” Feldman concludes that Pound’s vituperative attacks on elites “got more extreme as he went along, from the 1920s to the 1930s to the 1940s.” Feldman sees the poet’s words delivered over the radio as “the best weapon in Pound’s own armoury” to aid what the poet referred to in a letter to William Carlos Williams as “the Axis side of the line.” Pound’s fascist broadcasts were not delivered in a vacuum; rather, they operated as an eliminationist backdrop to the Holocaust. Close to home, “Jews trapped in the Salò Republic, like Primo Levi, were being rounded up and transported to Auschwitz-Birkenau.” Feldman argues that, regardless of Pound’s probable ignorance of “the greatest crime in history,” “the parallel history of the Holocaust is nevertheless relevant, if only because words help to condition action; something poets appreciate far better than most.”

Turning to archives at Yale’s Beinecke Library, the FBI file on Pound, BBC’s Written Archive Centre and The National Archives in London, in Chapter 5 Feldman draws a picture of Pound as “a committed, strategic and significant propagandist for Fascism’s wartime Ministry of Popular Culture.” Elaborating on his view that “Ezra Pound used his best weapons, his words, to fight the Allies as a radio propagandist for Fascist Italy,” Feldman describes the poet’s propaganda strategies as arguably extending beyond his self-appointed “duties as an American citizen,” which Pound used to justify his broadcasts. Numbered among those strategies were “closer collaboration with Nazi Germany, especially in terms of anti-Semitic discourse; active participation in a ‘New Europe’”; and Italian cultural leadership in radio, press, and music. Pound presented a “publications project” to the Ministry for Popular Culture in November 1939, and later even suggested compulsory reading for Allied prisoners of war: Volpe’s History of the Fascist Revolution. He continued to discuss these and similar initiatives for much of the war with Camillo Pellizzi, rightly perceived by C. David Heymann to be “his tightest bond with a high-ranking Fascist official.”

Chapter 6 holds that “Pound was far closer to interwar fascist theory and practice than has been previously maintained.” Between 1936 and 1940, Feldman shows that Pound’s chief journalistic outlet was Mosley’s British Union of Fascists, to which he “contributed propaganda advice, corresponding regularly with the leadership; recommending potential authors; and subscribing to movement publications—in addition to acting as one of the leading contributors” to BUF publications. Pound’s 1930s advocacy of a “United States of Europe” under fascist hegemony was nearly a generation ahead of its time; the cause was subsequently taken up by “second wave” British fascism following the war. In fact, Pound was one of the very few who supported both Mosley’s “first wave” fascism for BUF as well as his post-war “second wave” fascism through the Union Movement’s house journal The European in the 1950s.

The last two chapters on Pound address the poet’s legacy among later generations of fascism. In Chapter 7, Feldman and his co-author Andrea Rinaldi argue that “Pound remains an important touchstone for different shades of extreme right thought—most notably in the US, Britain and Italy.” They remind us that Pound was politically active on behalf of the fascist cause as late as 1961, or three years after his release from St. Elizabeths. In the spring of that year he attended a press conference in Rome held by Sir Oswald Mosley; on May 1, he walked in a parade sponsored by the neo-Fascist Movimento Sociale Italiano (MSI). The authors also see Pound’s influence at work in contemporary neo-fascism—“Fascism of the Third Millennium”—which may be best observed in the case of the explicitly fascist movement CasaPound Italia and Britain’s New Right. The influence extends from Pound’s radical right circle on the grounds at St. Elizabeths and in correspondence during his residency there—a fascist echo chamber if there ever was one—to far-flung individuals and groups up to the present. The authors conclude that “activists from New Zealand to Italy, and Britain to the United States, testify to his continuing relevance in—at least—three ‘faces’ of the contemporary extreme right: white supremacism, neo-fascism, and New Right ‘metapolitics’. In each, he is lauded as a political martyr and cultural icon.” 

In Chapter 8, Feldman and co-author Anna Castriota discuss the fascist movement CasaPound, which confusingly and contradictorily supports left-wing housing occupations, praises Mussolini, and names itself after an American fascist poet. The question the authors raise is: What does CasaPound see in Pound the poet that few others do, at least to the degree that justifies naming an entire group after him? Gianluca Iannone, CasaPound’s founder, avers that “Ezra Pound had to suffer for his ideas”—those ideas being the views of the losing side in the Second World War: fascism and antisemitism (the latter of which, incidentally, Iannone denies on Pound’s behalf and on behalf of CasaPound). Iannone’s statement is another way of rendering Pound’s famous line—made after his arrest, and repeatedly quoted to this day by Italian radical right or fascist figures: “If a man isn’t willing to take some risk for his opinions, either his opinions are no good or he’s no good.” Indeed, it seems to be Pound’s awareness that “words have consequences”—for both winners and losers, books are a weapon of war just as much as the rifle in the Fascist slogan “libro e moschetto”—and his willingness to speak out regardless of the cost, that inspired Iannone and CasaPound to honor the poet. Feldman and Castriota find CasaPound’s approach to social housing and poverty relief to be evidence of a “hybridization of ‘neo-fascism and the third way’ tradition of Italian Fascism.” In this reading, it is in no way a contradiction in terms for fascists to be promoting social justice; attempts to “regenerate the ‘national community’ through voluntaristic social initiatives” has its roots in the Verona Manifesto of 1943.

Part 2 of this collection is entitled “War and Empire: the fascist way and the liberal way.” “The fascist way” speaks for itself; yet Feldman also asks, is liberal democracy much better? Can there be liberalism without war? Can human rights be anything other than empty words? With its wholesale plundering of the earth, has liberalism helped to hasten the moment of eschatological collapse? These are profoundly disturbing questions that need to be asked, especially as we ask ourselves what kind of a world we want to see after the ongoing Coronavirus pandemic has run its course. Chapter 9 begins with an excerpt by a Holocaust survivor named Duro Schwartz, an improbable survivor of a Ustaša-run extermination centre—the only death camp run independently from Nazi Germany. The collective horrors of the camp would seem enough to bring on the day of judgment; and this was but one camp. Feldman calls wartime Croatia a “genocidal hybrid between crucifix and dagger.” Wartime Catholicism has been subjected to vicious revisionist and often politically-charged attacks for its alleged complicity in Croatian brutality in particular and in the European genocide in general. Rejecting the most extreme of these attacks, Feldman points to the Vatican’s wartime interventions on behalf of Jews. As to the Ustaša regime, Feldman sees wartime Croatia as a fascist state with a political religion directed to sacralizing the nation—not the God of the Catholic Church—while instrumentalizing Catholicism for its own ends. It was not Catholicism per se that “may be regarded as a fellow-traveler of fascism,” but radical right “political Catholicism,” the movement that arose in reaction to the perceived decadence of modernity in the early decades of the twentieth century. Yet this does not absolve the many Catholic perpetrators, whether in the Independent State of Croatia (NDN), or beyond it: “Clearly scores of Catholics, within and outside the Church alike, behaved devilishly.”

Chapter 10 then takes up the question of the possibility or appropriateness of commercial films on the Holocaust. Could, for example, the harrowing memoir by Duro Schwartz, described in the previous chapter, be given its due in such a film, or filmed at all? Feldman examines how a “diverse range of international films have navigated this ‘showing the unshowable’ of the Shoah.” The films he surveys keep their cinematic distance (in time or space or by the use of black humour or untranslated dialogue) from the worst of the horrors, tending “to circumvent, avoid and perhaps minimise those un-representable realities comprising the Final Solution.” In the surveyed “mainstream” Holocaust films—Schindler’s List (1993), Life is Beautiful [La Vita è bella] (1999), Jakob the Liar (1999), The Pianist (2003), and Black Book [Zwartboek] (2006)—the most graphic violence remains off-stage for the most part, and the stories they tell move towards the “trope of Hollywood-style positive endings,” which, however, tend to be muted or ambiguous. Feldman finds that “for all of its seeming faults of sentimentality and representational evasion, this genre of Shoah film has been remarkably successful.”

In Chapter 11, Feldman explores the use of “fifth column discourse” by postwar radical right groups, by means of which an attack on liberal democracy is waged from within a country through carefully chosen, sanitized rhetoric and institutional self-censorship. The latter, self-censorship, is required because of mainstream rejection and discrediting of fascist and antisemitic rhetoric in the wake of World War II. Not only did the colored shirts and rallies have to be abandoned, but the rhetoric had to change as well—as it began to at the end of the Cold War. In academic terminology, radical right groups developed an “exoteric,” or “moderate ‘front-stage’” intended for public consumption, and an “esoteric,” or “radical ‘back-stage’” aimed at an audience comprising activists and militants. In a Trojan Horse effect, the public-facing rhetoric uses seemingly inclusive and democratic language for exclusive and undemocratic ends, which only the radical-right initiated can discern. Feldman cites the example of Holocaust denial, which began during the war at the hands of the Axis perpetrators themselves. Today, this anti-Semitic conspiracy theory is dressed up as Holocaust “revisionism.” As Feldman emphasizes, the LaRouche movement in the US—led by its cultic leader, Lyndon LaRouche, until his recent death—is one of the more sophisticated purveyors of “masked antisemitic theories.”

With the cordon sanitaire broken down in parts of Europe, the goalposts of discourse have moved, with previously centre-right parties shifting further to the right and forming new alliances that were formerly unthinkable. In Chapter 12, Feldman terms this a movement toward a “near-right politics.” These developments have stirred the embers of a long-dormant question: is the reformist radical right—or worse, revolutionary fascism itself—on its way back? Fascism stepped into the vacuum of leadership after World War I. History, however, does not repeat itself, and the same historical circumstances will not reassemble and give another opening to fascism. Feldman points out, though, that “many fascist tropes were dangerously mainstreamed in interwar Europe,” citing as an example the infamous Nuremberg Laws, or Nazi race laws, followed by several radical right regimes thereafter. This technique has been repackaged by today’s radical right in obviously successful ways. Among its other advantages, mainstreaming by the radical right disguises any links it may have to historical fascism. Vitally, contemporary neo-fascism is more than disguised historical fascism; it has introduced two new changes: ethno-pluralism, which is racism by another name, or “white separatism through the back door,” allowing for the popular appeal of their message; and the stripping of overtly fascist trappings like coloured shirts and parades, to similar effect. In recent decades, radical right movements “have truly learnt to speak the language of reform rather than revolution.” Besides mainstreaming their message for popular consumption, the radical right has also encoded the message to retain the loyalty and support of its most committed followers. The online mainstreaming of the radical right, furthermore, is “surely a challenge to liberal stability and legitimacy, and perhaps even a long-term threat to democratic security.” Rather than an interwar assault on power, “it is an ideological assault on the liberal status quo in Europe”: “That means extra susceptibility in a major crisis. And it also means the germs of a collective madness are again in the air.” It is at the point that Feldman issues his rallying cry: “We need ‘political immunologists’ desperately today. For if liberalism fails over the next generation, it will be because we, its guardians, failed it. Let us demonstrate that liberal values include the protection of minority groups, equality of rights, and freedom from fear. This is the kernel of liberalism.” 

Feldman next turns his attention to the recent growth in so-called “lone wolf terrorism”: “why has what is termed here ‘self-activating terrorism’ spiked so massively this century; and just as pressingly, how does lone wolf terrorism relate to radical right extremism?” In Chapter 13, Feldman traces the roots of lone wolf terrorism to nineteenth-century anarchism, whose self-declared war on their symbolic, often bourgeois targets waned between the world wars but has been revived by the radical right, especially the American radical right, beginning in the 1980s. Contemporary lone wolf terrorism, or what Feldman defines as self-directed terrorism, “is personally constructed and undertaken in terms of motivation, targets, and justification.” Attacks on their symbolic targets—whether “the bourgeoisie or multiculturalism in Europe and the United States”—are seen by radical right actors as “strikes in a war against parts of their own society.” The radical right’s embrace of the internet and digital technologies has gone hand in hand with the rise in self-directed terrorism. For instance, the internet not only “provided motive, means, and opportunity” for Andres Breivik’s terrorist attacks on 22 July 2011, but it also allowed him to post online his far-right manifesto 2083—including its “step-by-step manual for lone wolf terrorism”—on the same date.

In Chapter 14, Feldman looks at the role played by “radicalising networks” in two prosecuted cases in which he was personally involved as an expert witness in court. Feldman locates a distinction between self-directed terrorists and accomplices on the ground, meaning that “having two or more co-conspirators in the conspiracy fundamentally changes terrorist dynamics.” This does not mean that self-activating terrorists are complete loners; they may have an active support network in the form of friends or family, or indeed virtually; and they may have a passive, or indirect, radicalising network that they draw upon for reading material or inspiration. As an example of a passive self-radicalising extremist, Feldman points to the case of Neil Lewington, a would-be bomber who was apprehended in 2008. Among the material confiscated by the police were items linked to two post-war fascist movements: Combat 18/Blood & Honour and Christian Identity/KKK. These groups formed Lewington’s indirect “community of support” online. The relationship to fascist ideology, detailed in Feldman’s testimony, was noted by the sentencing judge in his address to Lewington. By contrast, Ian Davison was a would-be lone wolf who was passively preparing terrorist attacks online, while at the same time cultivating an active support network via the organisation he led for 18 months, the Aryan Strike Force (ASF). In addition to the 21 book-length texts that he had personally uploaded to the ASF website, including Mein Kampf and paramilitary manuals, Davison posted texts on the ASF forum about his neo-Nazi views and announced his germ warfare plans online. Davison’s “active engagement with neo-Nazi fora clearly contributed to his 2010 sentencing.”

Written in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks and US military retaliation, Chapter 15 is perhaps Feldman’s most anguished and angry essay. He takes a hard look at globalisation and its (neo-)liberal proponents. Globalisation is not just economic exploitation of the poor; it is also war on the poor, whether conceived in the wider sense (global unsustainability) or the narrower sense (5,000 Iraqi children dying monthly in the decade following the imposition of Western sanctions in 1990). “Standing on the side of Life” and “against the ‘storm of death’ threatening ‘general destruction’” is art, which “weaves an intricate and vivid tapestry of human interactions.” In fighting “openly against the instinct of death at work in our history,” “art is not only a guide and a refuge, but an oracle as well.” The American-led “War on Terror” presented parallels with Kafka’s The Trial, as Feldman discusses. The character Block’s case, “without promise of conclusion, echoes the ongoing crisis of Iraq following the 1991 Gulf War.” As Feldman warns us, “the global threats created as a result of human factionalism simply cannot coexist with the parochialism which has thus far shaped so much of human history, and another sixty years similar to the last will assuredly realise the ‘inverted utopia’ we cannot imagine.”

Chapter 16 bears the title “‘it became necessary to destroy the town to save it’: The United States Between Liberalism and Warfare before Donald Trump.” This provocative title points to the absurdities engendered by the perennial conflict between the American ideal of enduring peace and the aggressive practices of American foreign policy. Feldman raises the question of how central political violence—which, in America’s case, has long meant perpetual wars—is to liberalism. In view of contemporary political realities, Feldman defines warfare as “organised violence supported by an interested party with the intention of killing large numbers of people to achieve their political aims.” This definition, which does not distinguish between combatants and civilians, broadens Clausewitz’s traditional understanding of war to make it nearly synonymous with terrorism. Feldman goes a step further and argues that “the functioning of liberalism is predicated upon war and the institutions of war.” This link between war and liberalism predates the end of the Cold War. Feldman concludes that “liberalism as we understand it today is inextricable from the ‘massification of militarism’ in the political, economic, and cultural spheres.”

In Chapter 17, Feldman looks at the Iraq War from the viewpoint of its justness. A Just War in the Christian tradition consists of just cause and just conduct in conflict. Feldman contends that the 2003 US-led pre-emptive attack on Iraq failed on both counts: the cause lacked right authority and the right intention and failed the test of last resort; and the conduct clearly failed to ensure a just outcome. Lacking by all accounts were “credible evidence of Weapons of Mass Destruction in Iraq”; a “UN resolution backing an invasion”; and “independently-verified proof of Al-Qaida partnering with Saddam Hussein in Iraq.” This raises an unusual question to consider: what would it take, or what would be just, to correct a failed just war? The unjustness of the invasion and occupation of Iraq was so great that, ironically, it might actually be more just (though not necessarily recommended) to re-occupy the country in order to restore the status quo ante (that is, an autocratic Iraq without Saddam). Feldman suggests that weight should be given, before war is declared, to the disparity of strength between the respective parties to a conflict. This disparity is not generally counted as a factor in the analysis of just war doctrine and is often ignored by the British and American press; but the 54 countries that protested against the Iraq invasion recognized it as an expression of European-American imperial hegemony.

In the chapter which opens Part 3, “Ends and Odds,” Feldman returns full circle to a major intellectual figure of the 20th century who gravitated toward fascism between the wars: not Pound, in this case, but the German philosopher Martin Heidegger. Feldman sees the myth of socio-cultural decline and renewal to be the core of fascism; and here, he situates Heidegger in the context of non-Nazi strands of fascism prevalent in interwar Germany which supported the same myth. By this measure, Heidegger was hardly alone in his longing for an extensive spiritual renewal in Germany, but in his ultimate rejection of Nazi populism and the prospects of secular revolutionary change. Like them, his ‘philosophical’ acceptance of fascism culminated in disillusion with National Socialism—although for less ideological than personal reasons. In 1950, under the doctoral supervision of Heidegger’s one-time ally, the existential philosopher, Karl Jaspers, Die Konservative Revolution in Deutschland 1918-1932 by Armin Mohler presented metapolitical fascism as a unified and reasonable alternative to modernity; an alternative seeking to end the present “interregnum.” This idea was picked up later by the French Nouvelle Droite, which emphasized the “right to difference” as a critique of modernity’s egalitarianism, drawing for intellectual support from Heidegger among others of his ilk (such as the jurist Carl Schmitt or the poet Gottfried Benn). As with the ongoing “Pound case”, contemporary fascists seem to understand the political undertones of Heidegger’s works better than a fair few scholars.

The aforementioned British far-right extremist group, the Aryan Strike Force (ASF), is a representative case study in contemporary neo-Nazi activism. This is the theme of Chapter 19, which finds that the so-called “Aryan” community—perceived by the postwar radical right to need “saving” from “immigrants, multi-cultural society and non-whites more generally”—is geographically dispersed around the world. Postwar fascist movements therefore tend to be “international in scope, and racial in motivation.” The ASF may be described as a neo-Nazi groupuscule whose impact and connections, especially its international links, are magnified by their use of the internet. ASF followed two extreme right-wing traditions: a longstanding Euro-American neo-Nazi movement, and an embrace of the internet to communicate, organise and propagate the message of Universal Nazism. Groups that follow the 1962 “Cotswold Declaration”—a collaboration by the extreme right wing in Britain and the USA—“advocate global Nazi ideology, biological anti-Semitism, paramilitary violence, and an unshakeable ‘faith’ in the existence and superiority of a worldwide ‘Aryan’ race.” ASF used the internet to upload military manuals, racist books and extremist videos. ASF’s adherence to a kind of neo-Nazi “special relationship” between the US and UK is demonstrated by the founding of a US Division.

In crossing the ideological Rubicon Feldman then turns to the Soviet Constructivists. Pioneers of the avant-garde, specifically photomontage, they flourished amidst the utopian aftermath of the Russian Revolution as a synthesis of communist politics and high modernism. Citing Kenneth Burridge’s remark that “there is no human activity which cannot assume religious significance,” Feldman argues in Chapter 20 that “a kind of ersatz faith underpinned much of Stalinism’s transformative zeal in the 1930s.” This application of “political religion” thus makes space for “totalitarian art.” In line with James’s and Durkheim’s definitions of religion based on its functions, “secular faiths” may be seen in the same light: “if one’s definition of religion stems from a functionalist perspective, then political religions may hold a potentially similar power over people as other religions.” As a case study, Feldman turns to the 1930s monthly journal the USSR in Construction, whose “mixed-media presentation may be more effectively described as a cultural sermon from devotees of a seductive political religion: one making use of idiosyncratically Russian pictorial traditions, as well as cutting-edge Modernist genres like photomontage; the publication also uses Bolshevik propaganda techniques and of course, Marxist-Leninist ideology.” Relevantly here, “propaganda” in its root meaning is the propagation of the faith.

In the book’s concluding essay, Feldman argues for Samuel Beckett’s political nominalism as a “third option […] between an apolitical Beckett and a ‘soft left’ Beckett: humanistic but not partisan, engaged specifically and individually rather than identified with an ‘ism.’” Beckett’s politics, in Feldman’s reading, “were shaped by the particular and the personal, and each political act or statement demands especial consideration in its own, socio-historical context.” His politics, then, were “a succession of isolated engagements rather than overarching ‘sides’ or ‘ideologies’ or organisational strategies.” In this view, it is a mistake to employ presentism “to describe Beckett’s work as engaging with the Holocaust,” for instance, as it took nearly a generation after the war for the notion of the Holocaust to be firmly established—the term only came into widespread use in early 1960s. Based on what Feldman has written in this chapter, it seems fair to say that, unlike Pound—with whom he is bookended in this collection—Beckett would not have entangled himself in activism in the name of an abstract ideal where real human beings could be hurt. Feldman’s image of this “traumatised witness” of 20th century Europe, in the words of the 1969 Nobel Prize Award ceremony, “sounding liberation to the oppressed, and comfort to those in need”—which is all of us—is a fitting way with which to end his collection of essays.

This brief account does not do justice to the collection’s richness of detail and intensity of argument. As it contains no throwaway lines and wastes no words, the book—unusually for such a collection, both scholarly and passionate—must be savored for its nuances. The running themes of the book can only be touched upon here: working paradoxes and boundaries of all kinds—linguistic, civic, political, and otherwise—and their breaches; the industrial-scale dehumanizing of human beings that must be called out and fought; the watershed moment of 1945—a date mentioned in every chapter—and the fact that we are still living in its shadow; and the use or misuse of language as a political weapon. Yet this is countersigned with the message of hope—in a world that sometimes seems devoid of it—for if words can be weaponized for war, they can also be instrumentalized for peace.


Part 1 
Ezra Pound, Modernist and Fascist

 


1. An Ideologue’s Journey: Ezra Pound from Tradition in Italian Fascism to the Postwar Fascist Tradition

The solemn rhetoric of ‘faith’ could scarcely conceal the dynamic of terror. And it was terror—the allure, the thrill, the prospect of terror—that attracted Ezra Pound to Fascism. Yeats, Heidegger, Wyndham Lewis, Céline, Paul de Man, Gottfried Benn, Marinetti—the list of intellectuals who supported Fascism is all too familiar. Generations of scholars have tried to explain the multiplicity of motives that led them towards the totalitarian temptation. Yet it may have been wasted labour. Had we turned our attention to what was happening at ground level, to what took place on the streets almost daily under the culture of Fascism, we would have seen what contemporaries could not have failed to remark: the spectacle, at once riveting and terrifying, offered by the combination of violence and unbridled power.

Lawrence Rainey1

In contemporary parlance Ezra Pound was ‘radicalised’ in Fascist Italy during wintertime 1932-1933, after living in Rapallo for nearly a decade. Granted, Pound’s hero worship of Il Duce was a pivotal factor—one solidified by his only meeting with Mussolini on the ominous date of 30 January 1933, and oft-recounted in later prose and even poetry (as in Canto 41)—but at the same time, key aspects of Fascism’s cultural nationalism were also essential drivers in his turn toward fascist ideology. The first part of this survey will gesture at extant historiography on this subject, ranging from Pound’s work on Cavalcanti and Frederick II in the early 1930s, to encounters with Futurists like Marinetti and Libera in 1932; in fact, viewing the latter’s exhibition at the Fascist Decennio in December 1932 was instrumental in Pound’s decision to support the National Fascist Party (Partito Nazionale Fascista, or PNF).2 

Pound’s propaganda for Mussolini involved hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of radio items composed for the regime. This frenzy of activity commenced shortly after Italy’s entry into World War Two in 1940, at the onset of the Axis ‘new order’ in Europe.3 I have recently argued4 that Pound was further radicalised in spring 1942 after reading Mein Kampf, especially Hitler’s chapter “Propaganda and Organization”. His engagement with the most destructive form of fascism, Nazism, helped Pound rededicate himself to the Axis cause during 1942-43, leading to his issuance of policy recommendations, extensive correspondence with PNF elites, and an offer to fight the USSR. Importantly, Pound was aware of the mass Jewish arrests in Italy in the final months of 1943, at which time he began correspondence with Julius Evola—a key fascist ideologue—then based in the Office of Race.5 After this second period of radicalisation during the Holocaust, Pound again returned to older Italian traditions to bolster his support for the wartime Axis. This included lionisation of figures from the country’s past like Sigismondo Malatesta and Antonio Vivaldi in his previously-unseen radio speeches of the period, also containing some of the most virulent antisemitism produced anywhere by the Axis.

These two periods, separated by a decade, hold key insights into the ways in which Pound drew upon mythic conceptions of the Italian nation in his propaganda for Fascism and later the Axis. Yet Italian Fascism was not the only fascist tradition to which Pound contributed. Set a decade later, the final part of this survey introduces still-neglected materials dating from Pound’s postwar institutionalisation at St Elizabeths that reveal how his sanitisation of the Fascist regime inspired a new generation of fascists. Many neo-fascists made a pilgrimage to visit him in Washington, D.C., while his close circle advanced new conspiracy theories that have become staples of contemporary fascism: that a ‘Jewish plot’ was behind race-mixing and the Federal Reserve in the US, and that the Holocaust was fabricated. In these and other examples, the famous poet drew upon esoteric traditions to buttress his fascist beliefs and, after the war, contributed to a neo-fascist tradition of ideologues defending Axis horrors against a supposedly more corrupt liberal-socialist international order. As this suggests, in reply to Lawrence Rainey’s striking conclusion in the LRB of fully 20 years ago in the epigraph above—and with fascism’s stench hanging in the air more powerfully than at any time since the end of the Second World War—I start from the view that intellectuals, then as now, act as key cultural influencers. Understanding their siren call in studying fascist radicalisation and extremism is essential for societies that wish to be inoculated from fascist ideology.

While doubtless violence and terror were inscribed into the very DNA of fascism between the wars, for many intellectuals like Pound it was precisely the promise of the opposite that attracted them; in Heidegger’s words, the promise of ‘leading the leaders’ on matters of culture.6 Put another way, cultural elites and intellectuals often thought fascism would improve their standing vis-à-vis ‘the masses’—unless, of course, they were ‘degenerate’: Jewish, gay, or left-wing—in an invariably growing list. In this way, intellectual support for fascism was not wholly unlike ‘occultism’ in its etymological sense: something “hidden or secret in the sense of being mysterious to ordinary understanding or scientific reason”.7 As it turns out, at least in Pound’s case, esoteric insight led from the pursuit of an allegedly suppressed secret wisdom and obscured tradition to veneration of right authority as personified in the Italian dictator, Benito Mussolini, whom Pound called an ‘artifex’ in relation to the pivotal moment of his fascist radicalisation. In surveying Pound’s trajectory from esotericism to neo-Nazism, this overview will look briefly at a selected year of Pound’s socio-political undertakings over five decades: 1913; 1923; 1933; 1943; and 1953. Throughout this time, Pound may be understood as “a village explainer”, in the words of Gertrude Stein (to which she continued, “excellent if you were a village, but if you were not, not”).8 Yet this sketch contends that, for more than a generation after his infamous Axis collaboration, Pound was also an important and influential fascist ideologue, attempting to explain Mussolini’s ‘new Italy’. 

Even before commencing his opus, The Cantos—unfinished at his death in 1972, and published in instalments appearing between World War One and Woodstock—Pound took Europe by storm at the start of the 20th century. The 1908 collection of poems A Lume Spento put him on Europe’s cultural map, while his efforts in London during the ensuing years often centred on esoteric figures like Cavalcanti and recovered obscured wisdom, such as his early translation of the “The Seafarer” from the 10th century Anglo-Saxon. Even Pound’s later invocation to ‘make it new’—often seen as shorthand for modernism—was taken from antiquity. These tendencies kicked into high gear from autumn 1913, when Pound received Ernest Fenollosa’s notebooks on east Asian Noh drama, which he undertook to introduce and demystify. Pound’s mentor in this work was the famed Irish poet and occultist, W.B. Yeats, with whom he spent three winters as a literary secretary in rural Sussex, England: 

the builders of literary modernism came to know one another during the Stone Cottage winters. Most important of all, Pound began to think of Yeats and himself as an artistic and social elite—a secret society—that excluded even some of their closest friends. Stone Cottage was a seedbed for The Cantos and for Yeats’s later esoterica, but it was also a breeding ground for some of the unfortunate excesses of Jefferson and/or Mussolini and On the Boiler.

Yeats’ and Pound’s “self-consciousness as a member of a select few” was unshakeable, according to James Longenbach’s masterful 1988 study, Stone Cottage; which continues: “it seems likely that part of Pound’s attraction to the occult, and his desire to maintain an esoteric doctrine of the Image […] was another way to set himself apart from the mob [….] Everything Pound and Yeats studied at Stone Cottage was chosen for its esoteric value: Noh drama, Chinese poetry, western demonology, even Lady Gregory’s folklore”.9

While Pound fought shy of Yeats’s more explicit occultism, including psychical experiments and practical magic, the years before the Great War nevertheless helped form what another critic termed “a view of European history which supposes that some individuals or groups—some ‘conspiracy of intelligence’—maintained a special knowledge or wisdom in the face of official scorn, neglect, and persecution”. In hindsight, this proved a short jump to antisemitic conspiracy theories. In the years to come, Pound pursued a “celestial” or esoteric tradition in The Cantos, in Leon Surette’s estimation, “initially conceived as a kind of séance, whereby the dead souls pass on wisdom and experience”.10 In another scholar’s words, the first version of The Cantos, published in Poetry in 1917, was “structured on the model of cultic initiation.”11 Whether or not these characterisations of his early work are far-fetched, much of Pound’s poetry and prose was doubtless esoteric, in the sense familiar to avant-garde modernists of the time, as elitist and specialized. This contemptuous view of ‘the masses’ was present across all of Pound’s writing, and was contrasted with a positive view of ‘enlightened individuals’. Amongst the first such world-historical figure reanimated from the archives by Pound was the quintessential ‘Renaissance man’, Sigismondo Malatesta, in 1923.

Following Pound’s recasting of The Cantos in the 1920s, his epic “poem containing history” would increasingly venerate individual leadership as an engine of history. Even if unconsciously, for Pound, wise leaders understood “European history as a story of an oppressed alternate culture”, to use Surette’s formulation.12 In what would soon take shape as Pound’s lifetime project, diverse figures like John Scotus Erigena, Malatesta, John Adams and Confucius were all pressganged into this insight role; indeed, writes Demetres Tryphonopoulos, this line of leadership figures represents “Pound’s rediscovered, fictional ‘tradition,’ rising from the ancient rites of Delphi, Dodona, and Mithras through the Medieval manifestations of the tradition in the Albigenses, the Knights Templar, and Erigena to its later appearances in John Heydon and Swedenborg”.13 In a book dedicated to perhaps the most important of these esoteric figures for Pound, Erigena, Mark Byron has recently contended: “The commonality in all these figures is their attempt to formulate systems of human action and contemplation, whether by means of theophany, a total social and individual schema, or an access to the permanent world of the gods”.14

Stephen Sicari stresses that the Malatesta Cantos, by mythicizing the historical figure of Sigismondo, “mark the beginning of Pound’s extension of the wanderer’s journey toward a political goal.”15 Already in 1923, this goal appeared to at least partly travel via fascism. Pound’s research on Sigismondo in the Rimini archives in Spring 1923, moreover, was significant for another reason; it marked his first real engagement with blackshirts on the ground: Pound’s

growing interest in Italian Fascism […] began to crystallise in 1923. By early 1924 Pound was writing letters to Mussolini through a mutual acquaintance, proposing that the new dictator take Pound on as an advisor who would direct a programme of Italian cultural renovation. In December 1924 Pound left Paris for Italy. As he later recalled [in an unpublished 1933 essay], ‘I bet on Italian fascism years ago and came here to live in the middle of it.’16

After a favourable experience of Fascist officials helping him with the Malatesta papers in spring 1923, it took only five months for Pound, through the aforementioned mutual acquaintance named Nancy Cox-McCormack—who later sculpted the first bust of the Duce—to private press “Mussolini to adopt a program of cultural patronage outlined and to be directed by Pound himself”; for Rainey, it represented Pound’s own “resolution to the question of art, authority and public consensus”.17 Cultural leaders needed to be intellectuals, not bureaucrats; especially if “cultural heritage” included the “transmission of secret knowledge from high antiquity”.18 From this perspective, where better than Fascist Italy, centred on Mussolini’s ‘Third Rome’ after the civilizational feats of the ancient Roman Empire and Italian Renaissance?

In Pound’s Mussolini, then, esotericism met authority, and his anti-democratic dreams of a cultural elite reshaping the masses held out the prospect of achievement. Yet it was Pound’s one and only audience with Il Duce, on 30 January 1933, that cemented his conversion to what scholars term the “political faith” of fascism.19 This short meeting with “the Boss” was quickly immortalized in “Canto 41”. Yet perhaps more importantly, Pound spent the ensuing fortnight feverishly writing Jefferson and/or Mussolini—tellingly subtitled L’Idea Statale Fascism as I Have Seen it—which viewed Il Duce’s political genius and will toward order as comparable to those of Thomas Jefferson. Thus, the distortions of ideological faith were already taking effect by 1933: for Jefferson, the exercise of liberty was a supreme political virtue; for Mussolini, the precise opposite obtained. For the latter’s was clearly not extremism in the defense of liberty, but unprecedented political violence in Italy defending a violent dictatorship. When it came to liberty, in fact, in the two plus years from writing to publishing Jefferson and/or Mussolini, Pound made Mussolini’s favoured slogan on the matter his own: “Liberty is a duty, not a right.”20 If that was scarcely a Jeffersonian sentiment, it was nothing compared what came next. Indeed, in Surette’s words, it “is difficult to say which is more bizarre—Pound’s appeal to an unbelievable secret history of Europe or his perception of Mussolini as a martyr in the struggle against arbitrary authority”.21 At least initially, it was precisely in seeing Mussolini as an “artifex” rather than martyr—a wise ruler in the tradition of Malatesta or Jefferson, rather than Nero or Caligula—that blinded Pound to the pitiless realities of fascist praxis. 

By the time Jefferson and/or Mussolini finally appeared with Stanley Nott in 1935 Pound was all in for fascism. For example, following the Italian invasion of Abyssinia from late 1935, Pound contributed one gratis op-ed a fortnight to the British-Italian Bulletin, a propaganda paper published by the Italian Fascists in London. Once that outlet closed shop following Fascism’s illegal occupation in East Africa in mid-1936, Pound switched venues to the British Union of Fascists, publishing nearly a text a month for more than three years, until that movement was proscribed by the British authorities in May 1940. By that time, Pound had become a hardened antisemite—one virtually indistinguishable from Nazi propagandists—and broadcast frequently between 1940 and 1945 on behalf of the Axis. He was paid handsomely for these, at more than $200,000 in today’s currency, and interacted with virtually every Axis leader in Italy at the time—including, after 1943, the Nazi occupation authorities in the Salò Republic.22

By summer 1943, rightly concludes Vincent Arnold’s The War of Illusions, “war propaganda ceased to be an Italian product. Propaganda, like everything else in the new Italian Social Republic was now under control of Nazi Germany. Indeed for Italy the war was over and nothing remained except to follow the lead of its Axis partner.”23 Likewise for Pound, in the chaotic days after Italy officially joined the Allies on 8 September 1943, the Nazis seem to have left a forged passport for him at the German Embassy in Rome. Instead of collecting it, he crossed enemy lines heading north and, in the words of Anne Conover, arrived to “be interviewed by the new minister of popular culture, Fernando Mezzasoma, hoping to broadcast again from Milan, the new center of radio propaganda”.24 In offering his services to the RSI fascists in the Salò Republic, Pound allegedly declared: “Give me a bed, a bowl of soup and a microphone.”25

Things then went from bad to worse. Pound’s first RSI typescript was, fittingly, in German only a fortnight later, 23 November 1943, with his views again in keeping with Axis propaganda. In urgent need of propagandists, Pavolini sent a letter three days later expressing “my deepest sympathy for your unchanging and fervent fascist faith.” Following the RSI’s belated “reconstruction” of radio propaganda at the end of 1943, Pound thus began his work as what he called “a foreign collaborator”. During this time, there can be no doubt that Pound aligned himself with a pro-Nazi faction in the Salò Republic. This included correspondence with the Office of Race, where, as mentioned, Julius Evola was then based, with one letter opening: “The power of Jews comes from monopoly. The most dangerous monopoly is monetary”, thus “everything that frees us from usury attacks Jewish power”. Still another letter in Italian featured recommended slogans like “Berlin has noticed and approved our initiative”; and another warned against “efforts by Jews to destroy other nations”. As Pound rightly discerned, these heretofore-extreme views were now RSI policy under Nazi occupation. The most notorious may be found in a letter to the fanatically antisemitic Secretary of the Fascist Party and head of Black Brigades. Writing to Alessandro Pavolini on 2 December 1943, Pound recommended “a law” be passed requiring booksellers to showcase the following books for at least three months, “since the bookstores largely in the hands of the Jews were rather a hindrance than a help in spreading useful books”: 

- The Protocols of Zion;

- The Duties of Man, of Mazzini;

- The Politics of Aristotle;

- The Testament of Confucius.

The arrest of Jews will create a wave of useless mercy; thus the need to disseminate the Protocols. The intellectuals are capable of a passion more durable than the emotional, but they need to understand the reasons for a conflict.26

This letter indicates that Pound knew the Italian Fascists had moved far beyond ‘only’ preaching anti-Semitism by this point. For centuries well-assimilated and statistically over-represented in membership ranks of the PNF itself, Italian Jewry found itself devastated by the 1938 Race Laws, facing persecution, dismissal from government posts, and sometimes worse. Unfathomably harsher were autumn 1943 arrests and deportations. Out of nearly 43,000 Jews in northern Italy in September 1943, at least 8,529 perished in the Holocaust. On 16 October in Rome, for instance, where Pound had been working only the month before—following SS “house to house searches, the lorries waiting along the streets, the mass of people detained for dozens of hours in some enclosed area”—more than 1,000 Roman Jews were deported to their deaths at Auschwitz-Birkenau. In Milan, where Pound started radio propaganda for the RSI that November, another 846 Jews were deported on the same day as those in Rome.27

Of course, the RSI had earlier codified these actions in point seven of the Veronese Charter: “Persons belonging to the Jewish race are aliens, and during this war belong to an enemy nationality.”28 In terms of local context, the third largest deportation of Jews from mainland Italy took place roughly 15 miles from Pound’s Rapallo home. On 3 November 1943 in Genoa, up to 300 Jews were deported. Although sensing some late hesitancies, Redman nevertheless characterizes Pound’s anti-Semitism as reaching “a new level of virulence in this period”, in keeping with his “full support for the regime’s anti-Semitic propaganda.”29 Even if he could not know the extent of suffering inflicted upon Italian Jewry during the Holocaust, Pound certainly knew of—and seems to have approved—Italian antisemitic persecution and mass arrests in autumn 1943. With Nazism and Fascist Republicanism now inseparable, it merits stressing that Pound’s Axis propaganda commenced, and continued, at a time when Italian Jews were already marked for murder. Put another way, Pound would not have seen yellow-starred Jews in the Salò Republic because they were in hiding, or had already been killed. Following his indictment, arrest and abortive trial for treason—at which he was declared insane and remanded to St Elizabeths asylum in 1946, where he spent the next dozen years—Pound never retracted his veneration for Mussolini; his Axis collaboration; nor the antisemitic fuel he pitched onto the pyres of the contemporaneous Holocaust. 

In fact, in the years after World War Two, Pound helped to launch a new fascist tradition of Holocaust denial and neo-Nazism. All of this was done from the grounds of St Elizabeths, where Pound was given a great deal of latitude in terms of visitors—unaccountably so in terms of his freedom to welcome fascists, and unaccountably in relation to the scant documentation of their visits to Pound, as only a fraction of the expected institutional Visitor’s Log records relating to Pound have survived. Recorded on two of the five surviving pages from the logs are names which suggest the volume of fascist visitors to Pound—names such as the Britons Peter Whigham and Denis Goacher, who took a pilgrimage to visit Pound in St Elizabeths and who wrote for Oswald Mosley’s postwar magazine, The European. They published numerous articles on Pound, as well as reviews of his work.

The precise kind of “awareness” may be seen in two of his closest and most influential ideological disciples, John Kasper and Eustace Mullins, who literally sat at Pound’s feet for his esoteric ‘wisdom’ about Jews, fascism and postwar American politics. As Alec Marsh has impressively shown, Kasper headed the Seaboard White Citizens’ Council in the 1950s, a more respectable face of the campaign against desegregation. So noxious was Kasper that, amongst his visits across the South, he needed only ten days in Clinton, Tennessee, to initiate race riots that led to the calling in of the National Guard.30 This, in turn, led to Kasper’s incarceration, and he was photographed entering prison with Hitler’s Mein Kampf under his arm. For his part, Mullins penned the first biography of Pound, the 1961 This Difficult Individual, at a time when he also headed the Aryan League of America. Mullins was chiefly responsible for the antisemitic conspiracy theory about the American Federal Reserve, contained in his allegedly Pound-commissioned Secrets of the Federal Reserve from a decade earlier. This was far from the only conspiracy theory Mullins advanced; for instance, in keeping with his early and influential Holocaust Denial, here is how Mullins is described in the scholarly literature:

Mullins directly blames international Jewish bankers for the world’s evils and imputes all of America’s troubles to the Jews, even such problems as rising medical costs and difficulties in the health care system. Mullins’s beliefs came from Ezra Pound, a staunch anti-Semite who, according to a 1982 Aryan Nations Newsletter, was ‘a great admirer of Adolf Hitler and Mussolini.” Mullins boasts about visiting Pound ‘every day for three years,’ saying each day Pound lectured him on world history. Mullins admits, ‘That’s how I found out what I know.’31

These connections, in turn, might be more briefly exemplified by Matthias Koehl, another American neo-Nazi in Pound’s orbit. Koehl visited Pound multiple times in the 1950s and went on to join the American Nazi Party, as well as later leading both the National Socialist White People’s Party and the World Union of National Socialists. Fittingly, Koehl was known for his advocacy of so-called ‘esoteric Nazism’. He recalled meeting Pound in the following terms: 

The Ezra Pound I knew was cheerfully unrepentant, firm in his beliefs, and staunchly true to those principles he had upheld throughout his life. Never once did he give so much as the slightest hint that he had any regret about anything he had ever done or spoken during the ’30s and ’40s—not excluding his celebrated views on the Jewish Question. In fact, his pointed references to any number of nefarious Jewish practices left no doubt as to where he stood on that particular issue.32 

Their connection may be symbolised in Pound’s 1953 inscription to Koehl, a sentiment long reciprocated by right-wing extremists, like him, drawing upon Pound’s legacy: 

[image: ]

Exactly 50 years later, to conclude, a movement explicitly touting “fascism for the third millennium” emerged, having “repurposed” a building in Rome as “CasaPound Italia” on 26 December 2003. It is a fitting tribute. For is the leader of those avowed fascist revolutionaries not correct in contending: “Ezra Pound was a poet, an economist and an artist. He was a revolutionary and a fascist”.33 The irony is that the fascist activists of CasaPound may well understand Pound’s politics rather better than his indefatigable defenders in Pound Studies. And so, finally, in returning full circle to Lawrence Rainey’s contention, it seems to me that connecting Pound’s radicalisation and radical right advocacy to, say, the practices of a contemporary fascist movement bearing the canonical modernist’s name—at a time when ‘faith’ in liberal democracy draining away year upon year—turns out to be scarcely “wasted labour” after all.
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2. The ‘Pound Case’ in Historical Perspective: An Archival Overview

Of things ill done and done to others’ harm

Which once you took for exercise of virtue

- ‘Little Gidding’, from the Four Quartets by T.S. Eliot

I.

The above epigraph from the wartime poem ‘Little Gidding’ by T.S. Eliot, a long-time collaborator and later defender of Ezra Pound, would appear to aptly characterise the latter’s twelve-year activism for fascism… ending so ignominiously in May 1945. In one of the great ironies of modern history, the poet-turned-propagandist mistook fascism and anti-Semitism for political ‘virtue’—in trying to create what he later called a ‘paradiso terrestre’1 via Italian Fascism. While his fellow Americans were celebrating V-E Day (Victory in Europe Day), Pound was being held for treason within eyeshot of the Leaning Tower of Pisa; that beautiful and poignant reminder of human imperfection. Initially detained at the US Army Disciplinary Training Centre in what he later called a “gorilla cage”,2 the tower must have been an imposing reminder of Pound’s wartime hubris; of the impossibility of earthly paradise; and of the effects of serving Benito Mussolini’s crumbling, crooked regime to the very last. How had it all come to this for one of the great patriarchs of modernism?

Today, Pound’s story has become familiar enough to provide a domesticated answer; indeed, the generalist account is largely stripped of its contemporaneous ideological growl and intellectual rabidity.3 So the story goes: frustrated with the United States and Britain, Pound moves to Rapallo in 1924 and slowly starts to both melt down and (perhaps as a result) support Italian Fascism—resulting in vituperative anti-Semitism and nearly-incomprehensible broadcasts for the propaganda arm of Radio Rome prior to his detention in Pisa, trial in Washington, D.C., and institutionalisation at St Elizabeths. A period of rehabilitation and reflection then finds Pound returning to award-winning poetry; leaving St Elizabeths after more than a dozen years, returning to Italy in 1958 to live out the rest of his days in the completion of his great epic, The Cantos: The End. While none of the above is inaccurate, strictly speaking, it paints an overly reassuring picture of the naive modernist, swept along by the radical politics of his day (maybe even suffering from a longstanding, delusional breakdown to boot4).

The following shall argue quite the opposite; namely, that Ezra Pound was far more an evangelist for fascist ideology, and far more of a committed political pugilist—if something of a ham-fisted one—than has been previously recognised. More to the point, much greater nuance can now attend the question ‘What happened to Ezra Pound?’—if nevertheless still dimly—thanks to untapped archives, overlooked texts and letters, as well as recently-released documents pertaining to the course and consequences of Pound’s propaganda for Fascist Italy. Collectively, these materials shed substantial new light on what was already being dubbed, in September 1945, by the American Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) ‘the Pound case’. In returning to that case with an archival overview, this essay gestures toward several historical and political contexts, which are intended to complicate the seemingly comfortable questions around the breadth, depth, and lucidity of Pound’s politics before, during, and after the Second World War in Europe. 

II.

By the time Ezra Pound moved to the northern Italian town of Rapallo in 1924, he had already been a generation’s enfant terrible for nearly a generation, authoring numerous books of poetry, articles and manifestos, and was widely regarded as the high priest of modernism, forever beseeching the faithful to ‘make it new’. Yet the newness of Italy’s ruling political ideology also led Pound to comment as early as 1926, in a letter to Poetry editor Harriet Monroe: ‘I personally think extremely well of Mussolini. If one compares him to American presidents (the last three) or British premiers, etc., in fact one can NOT without insulting him. If the intelligentsia don’t think well of him, it is because they know nothing about “the state,” and government, and have no particularly large sense of values.’5 As several critics have rightly noted, this was a relationship with fascist ideology that was only to deepen with time.6

A recent article by David Barnes7 has helpfully squared up to Pound’s engagement with Italian Fascism, arguing that it is not dichotomous from, but coterminous with, his poetry. Focussing on the ‘propagandistic drive on the part of Pound’ in Cantos 72 and 73, Barnes retraces some of the poet’s correspondence with leading Futurist F.T. Marinetti in making clear that Pound was not the only idiosyncratic supporter in Mussolini’s stable. For Barnes, this not only results in a ‘pugilistic representation’ (Barnes 21) of Marinetti in Canto 73, but also helps to clarify and contextualise the more general, and ‘unique jumble that Pound’s thinking consisted of in the late 1930s and the 1940s’ (30). Yet if Barnes breaks new ground analysing the extent of Pound’s ‘blurred distinctions between aesthetic and political spheres’ (19), the perspective nonetheless covers familiar territory, leaving largely untouched the ‘anti-Semitic, Nazi-Fascism’ of Pound’s wartime years (28). Building upon the insightful synthesis of Pound’s art and politics in Barnes’ article, however, the argument here seeks to go still further; that is, Pound may have been a strange bird to Italian Fascists given his poetry and background, but he was far more important to the regime’s propaganda—and to evolving American policy on treason—than has been advanced to date. It is here that archives provide the greatest detail, and indeed, surprises, with respect to Pound’s engagement with fascist ideology.

By way of providing an alternative approach to the ‘Pound Case’, the correspondence with a key artistic devotee, Archibald MacLeish, onetime lawyer and three-time Pulitzer Prize winner, is both highly underutilised and particularly insightful. For his part, MacLeish was an American establishment mover and shaker, and his is an equally fascinating story: moving from avowed pacifist as late as 1935 to Assistant Secretary of State and foremost cultural voice in the United States of the 1940s. In a sense, he was Pound’s mirror image as a, perhaps the, leading propagandist for the Allied campaign during World War Two, heading the Office of Facts and Figures and helping to establish and direct the subsequent Office for War Information. And all this at the same time the energetic MacLeish was acting as the wartime Librarian of Congress, where his papers have long been on open access. 

The MacLeish file in Washington, D.C. is enormous.8 To date, only a fraction of the 61 boxes of files have been employed by scholars, despite the fact that MacLeish was in correspondence with everyone from President Truman to John Dos Passos.9 In terms of Ezra Pound, for example, the two dozen letters by MacLeish included in the selected Letters of Archibald MacLeish—themselves covering fully 35 years—form less than half of the extant letters to Pound in the files (and include none of the literally dozens of letters from him). Still more relevantly, this voluminous correspondence effectively charts Pound’s transition from purely aesthetic concerns across the 1920s, to politico-economic activism over the 1930s and beyond. Thus, the earliest letters ranging from 1926 to 1931 attack MacLeish’s supposedly derivative modernist poetry, as contained in letters of 5 December 1926 and 24 January 1931:

I gone an’ worked out a mode, and if Mons. McL. can do it , then how many more will be doing it within 3 years.

My criticism (or whatever) of you has never been malign. We all pass through (or else not through) the marsupial phase, no disgrace.

Yet after 30 January 1933—when Pound met Mussolini for the only time, ironically on the day Hitler took power in Germany—Pound’s adherence to the Fascist ‘faith’ became emphatic, no less so than his ensuing conversion to economic conspiracy theories. Examples of Pound’s ideological exhortations abound in the unpublished correspondence in MacLeish’s file at the Library of Congress. Already on 3 October 1933, Pound declared that ‘sane economics and the war problem do link up’, while 15 months later, at the end of 1934, he asserted:

As long as the N.Y Times is what it is / lies will float up … however the drivveling idiocy of the bastards is such that their euologies give the show away. Is the country still to any % inhabited by people who swallow this guff? […] TIME to sweep out particular shit piles10

By this time Pound and MacLeish were on different sides of the ideological fence, with MacLeish working for Fortune magazine and later forming Contemporary Historians Inc. with John Dos Passos and Ernest Hemingway to make the propaganda film The Spanish Earth, prior to formally joining FDR’s New Dealers at the very end of the 1930s. For his part, following the publication of his Jefferson and/or Mussolini in 1935, Pound’s fascist publicism then extended to 29 editorials in the weekly, English-language insert for L’Italia Nostra, the British-Italian Bulletin, on behalf of the Italian invasion of Abyssinia in 1935. This was followed by no fewer than 40 texts for Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists, from various newspaper articles to longer journal pieces and a standalone pamphlet (and the only one of the BUF series to be republished after the war), What Is Money For?11 Needless to say, long before the outbreak of war, Pound’s battle lines were clearly drawn. 

Whereas Pound advised MacLeish poetically before the war, MacLeish did much more for Pound after it, as a well-connected figure in the wartime US government—indeed, ultimately in 1945-6, the Assistant Secretary of State and head of the first American delegation to the United Nations. For instance, the very day after Pound’s 26 July 1943 treason indictment in absentia—alongside those of other seven US citizens also broadcasting shortwave propaganda for the Axis—MacLeish sent some of the offending radio transcripts to Ernest Hemingway, leading the latter to seek clemency for his old friend: ‘He deserves punishment and disgrace but what he really deserves most is ridicule’.12 But the trained lawyer in MacLeish knew there was a still greater danger, leading him to liaise with the War Department, as he noted in response to Hemingway:

I have had word from the War Department—informal it is true—to the effect that the Pound business will probably be alright. By which I understand that there will be no summary action. Which is about all we can ask for, as far as the military are concerned.13

MacLeish’s intervention ensured that Pound was not shot or hanged outright as a traitor, for, as will be shown presently, there was ample evidence that the broadcasts were not the only instances of Pound’s ‘adhering to the enemy, giving them aid and comfort’—as treason is defined by the US Constitution. 

Now, it is also true that, at the time, Pound had few options in northern Italy: looking after his aged mother (his father had died in 1942), as well as his wife and mistress; but also chronically short of money and even shorter of publishing outlets (even if the latter, given his increasingly shrill fascist rhetoric across the 1930s, was more of a self-inflicted injury than anything else). But at the same time—and arguably more important than all of the above considerations to him—Pound thought that virtuously struggling for, as he and other fascists had it, a ‘new Europe’ under Axis hegemony, would bring about the economic justice that he had been calling for since first meeting the famous Social Creditor, Major C.H. Douglas, in late 1919; indeed, that he had been screaming for since the onset of the World Economic Crisis in the 1930s. For it should also be recognized that Pound saw the closest approximation of his idiosyncratic brand of ‘Volitionist Economics’ in Benito Mussolini’s conception of Corporatism, especially that launched (if largely in name only) in the short-lived Salò Republic between Autumn 1943 and Spring 1945—an under-reported period in Pound’s life with which this article shall conclude.

Yet MacLeish, the modest protagonist of the ‘Pound Case’, only dedicated himself to Pound’s freedom a decade later, after visiting the ‘bedlam’ of St. Elizabeths in 1955 and resolving to get him out—not just for Pound’s benefit, but also to avoid further besmirching the US’s reputation during the ongoing Cold War. As he wrote to Pound in Oct. 1957, ‘I love this Republic and can’t be quiet when it violates its own principles’—to which Pound replied, ‘your administration and the foul press constantly suppressed and continue to suppress necessary data’.14 Pound refused to recant; moreover, his letters continued to patronise MacLeish’s patriotism. Given such continued hostility, it is not surprising to find that, as recorded by his official biographer, MacLeish felt that ‘whoever offers [Pound] a hand will have his fingers broken’.15 

Several of MacLeish’s fingers were enough, it seems, for him to lead the charge to secure Pound’s freedom, after more than a dozen years in St Elizabeths asylum, by having the indictment quashed. Facilitating this volte-face were three years of letters by MacLeish to the superintendent at St. Elizabeths, Dr Winfred Overholser; Pound’s publisher at New Directions, James Laughlin; as well as an array of international figures including the UN Secretary General, the American Attorney General, the Under Secretary of State, and the President of the American Academy of Arts and Letters. In fact, MacLeish drafted the very letter sent to the Attorney General, eventually signed by Hemingway, T.S. Eliot and Robert Frost, that formally instigated Pound’s freedom. This bare sketch of events during the mid-1950s bears out what another intimate and minority voice at this time, Harry Meacham, had already argued more than forty years ago: ‘it was all Archie’ (Donaldson, 449). Indeed, MacLeish’s help ultimately facilitated Pound’s release into his wife’s care, and they sailed for Italy in May 1958—with Pound offering a fascist salute upon disembarkation. After a quarter of a century, Ezra Pound’s fascist faith had remained intact. That he could express it outside an asylum owed more to Archibald MacLeish than anyone else.

III.

But the MacLeish correspondence is only of assistance in respect of either side of the crucible of the ‘Pound Case’: Pound’s actions during World War Two. For the war years, underused archives also offer new perspectives. It is clear, for instance, that the American government went to considerable lengths to gather evidence against Ezra Pound. One major indication is the 292-page Department of Justice report on Pound, covering fully a decade from 1942. As these recently-declassified DOJ files on Pound are now freely available online, it is hoped that research into the wartime government’s own actions regarding the Pound Case may be more clearly understood. Few explicit references to this body of documentation have appeared in Pound criticism to date, despite the fact that valuable insights are contained over 6 .pdf documents available a few mouse-clicks away.16 To cite just two points of interest; first, numerous excerpts from Pound’s radio broadcasts do not appear to be available elsewhere, for instance:

And every hour that you go on with this was is an hour lost to you and your children. And every sane act you commit is committed in homage to Mussolini and Hitler. Every reform, every lurch towards the just price toward the control of a market is an act of homage to Mussolini and Hitler. They are your leaders, however much you think you are conducted by Roosevelt or (told) up by Churchill. You follow Mussolini and Hitler in every constructive act of your government.17

This is but part of one of perhaps 300 speeches Pound broadcasted over shortwave radio for Fascist Italy during the war. Most remain undocumented; but then again, far more archival research is surely needed to test the depth of Pound’s activities for Mussolini’s Italy. Second, by way of demonstrating the energetic efforts of the American government in prosecuting history’s first case of radio treason, no less a figure than President Roosevelt sent a memorandum on 1 October 1942 to the US Attorney General, Francis Biddle, advocating a treason indictment:

There are a number of Americans in Europe who are aiding Hitler et al on the radio. Why should we not proceed to indict them for treason even though we might not be able to try them until after the war? I understand Ezra Pound, Best, Anderson and a few others are broadcasting for Axis microphones.18

As FDR’s memo makes plain, Pound’s indictment emanated from the very heart of the American government. In fact, the Department of Justice files also show that Pound’s wartime defence, outlined in a letter to Attorney General Biddle a week after his late July 1943 indictment, was considered by the DOJ’s legal team to be most sane—even politically cunning. This view was advanced long ago by C. David Heymann who, quoting the letter in full in Ezra Pound: The Last Rower, called Pound’s missive ‘lucid and reasonably temperate’: 

I do not believe that the simple fact of speaking over the radio, wherever placed, can in itself constitute treason. I think that must depend on what is said, and on the motives for speaking. (qtd. 136-8)

But the DOJ was not buying the First Amendment defence, nor did they feel—especially during wartime—that only a conscious ‘intent to betray’ could constitute treason. It thus mattered little to US authorities that Pound prefaced many of his radio broadcasts by claiming he was only speaking his mind, rather than at the direction of the Italian Ministry of Popular Culture. As the government was to argue in the similar case of US v. Chandler—the trial of a pro-Nazi broadcaster indicted alongside Pound in 1943, who recorded under the pseudonym ‘Paul Revere’—

In the field of radio propaganda, “mere words” was no defense […] the mere utterance of disloyal statement is not treason; aid and comfort must be given to the enemy. But the communication of an idea, whether by speech or writing, is as much an act as throwing a brick… (Rushing 124)

In consequence, Douglas Chandler was given a life sentence, and was only pardoned in 1959, that is, after MacLeish had secured Pound’s release as mentally unfit to stand trial.

To be sure, however, as far as the United States government archives are concerned, the most important repository of documents relating to the ‘Pound Case’ is the 1,513-page FBI file (now available for commercial purchase on microfilm), containing portions apparently declassified as long ago as 1982. Again surprisingly, the single article focussing solely on Pound’s now-declassified FBI file was only published in 2009. Karen Leick’s survey concentrates overwhelmingly on the question of Pound’s sanity—as speculated in FBI interviews with the likes of William Carlos Williams, George Antheil, Kay Boyle, Hemingway, MacLeish and others. Quite apart from the missed opportunity to give an overview of this important new material, new contexts, and new considerations in the ‘Pound Case’, Leick seems to work backwards, teleologically, from Pound’s 1945 insanity plea to mine quotations from old friends and contacts who thought he had ‘gone crazy’. Yet in this respect, the most comprehensive account of this pivotal period in his life and work, Tim Redman’s indispensable Ezra Pound and Italian Fascism, cites a letter by Pound’s lawyer, Julien Cornell, which states: ‘“I discussed with him [Pound] the possibility of pleading insanity as a defense, and he has no objections. In fact, he told me that the idea had already occurred to him”‘. This profoundly undercuts his mental incompetency plea for, as Redman rightly notes, ‘if Pound knew enough to concur in the incapacity defence, he was not incapacitated’. (qtd. 224) 

Furthermore, the FBI file shows that Pound was politically cannier; was more bureaucratically involved with Italian Fascism; and was more important to Mussolini’s regime than has been posited, with very few exceptions,19 in the secondary literature. By way of example, the FBI files show that Pound’s famous Confucian translation, “The Unwobbling Pivot” of 1947, was originally published by the Salò Republic under the title L’Asse che non vacilla [The Axis Which Will Not Waiver]—referred to as ‘The Axis’ in Pound’s captured correspondence with PNF officials—the double meaning in the title being the likely reason this version was pulped by advancing Allied armies with the seizure of Milan in February 1945.20 Given the conditions of invasion and civil war in Italy at this time, of course, it is doubtless the case, as Redman has further noted, that the period ‘between the formation of the Republic of Salò on 23 September 1943 and Pound’s arrest in early May 1945, is the least documented of his adult years.’ (Redman 233) Even so, there seems little doubt that the reference to the Axis in the title of Pound’s translation was neither coincidental nor apolitical, as Pound wrote in letter on 2 November 1944, also included in the FBI file: ‘The value of philosophy (or of a specific philosophy) is that it strengthens courage. Confucius is material which should be taken into the trenches’. (Redman 264)

IV.

By way of conclusion, it is worth further emphasising that the archives hold many more Pound texts; much more wartime context; and a great deal of unknown history, all bearing upon a case that has been widely discussed but less well understood. For the materials surveyed here suggest much deeper ideological activism on Pound’s part, and with greater lucidity, than has been typically maintained by scholars. By way of challenging the critical frameworks alternatively debating Ezra Pound’s wartime insanity; political naïveté; or even First Amendment rights to speech (rather than seditious actions on behalf of the Fascist Axis), this article shall briefly highlight two additional considerations raised in Pound’s expansive FBI file. In turn, like the archival perspective on offer for the ‘Pound case’ as a whole, these final two examples point toward a different set of responses to the question ‘What happened?’—particularly in terms of Ezra Pound’s political commitment and usefulness to Mussolini’s Italy.21 Perhaps, instead, a more fruitful question might be, ‘Just how deeply involved was Ezra Pound with fascism?’

For their part, FBI investigators believed that ‘Pound belonged to […] an organisation dedicated to anti-Allied propaganda […and] also advised that Ezra Pound was a member of a committee in the Ministry of Popular Culture which met every morning to formulate anti-Allied propaganda and that Pound was the head of the United States Division of that committee.’ They further suspected that he was paid handsomely by the Ministry from a ‘secret fund for foreign broadcasters’ for work that also included, for instance, ‘suggesting certain books for Allied prisoners of War. Pound suggests VOLPE’S HISTORY OF THE FASCIST REVOLUTION.’22

If this is indeed the case, Pound undertook a far more significant role than merely broadcasting Fascist propaganda to the United States. And not just to Americans: another document provides the translation of a radio broadcast in French, apparently written by Pound and clearly aimed at Vichy France.23 Other materials in the FBI file include Pound’s position papers on framing Axis propaganda; additional excerpts from undocumented radio broadcasts; records of payments and statements by eye-witnesses; Pound’s correspondence with leading functionaries of Fascist regime/s, and a great deal more. 

For example, consider the case of Gian Gaetano Cabella, Pound’s editor for the newspaper Il Popolo di Alessandria, for whom he wrote more than 60 articles in the last 18 months of the war.24 The two exchanged numerous letters,25 although his name is unlikely to be recognised by Pound scholars. Cabella was, in fact, a long-time and important regime activist; it was he who recorded Mussolini’s final political testament a week before his 28 April 1945 lynching: ‘I was not bluffing when I declared that the Fascist idea will be the idea of the twentieth century […] History will vindicate me.’ (qtd in Griffin 88-9) As this suggests, Pound was in closer proximity to the Fascist regime, and taken more seriously by it, than has been accepted in the familiar narrative of the ‘Pound Case’. For as the files FBI show, Pound was at work for the Fascist regime/s on a variety of fronts, to the bitter end.

A glance at Pound’s Fascist-era poetry, finally, underscores this propagandistic range and tenacity. It also, in my view, suggests that a neat demarcation between propaganda, on the one hand, and poetry on the other, was not a distinction borne of the war itself, but of Pound criticism after it. In February 1942, for example, Pound read two Cantos over the air—the second specifically given as Canto 46, which includes some of Pound’s anti-Semitic conspiracism:

Mr Roth-schild, hell knows which Roth-schild 

1861, ‘64 or there sometime, “very few people 

“will understand this. Those who do will be occupied 

“getting profits. The general public will probably not 

“see it’s against their interest.”26 

After the fall of Mussolini some eighteen months later, Pound returned to composing Cantos for the first time since American entry into the war. In 1944, also for the first time, he completed two Cantos wholly in Italian: the infamous Cantos 72 and 73.27 While the first commemorated the recent death of the Fascist icon and leading Futurist, F.T. Marinetti, the second tells the story of an Italian girl turned suicide-bomber, following her rape by a group of Canadian soldiers (of which there is no actual record). In Lawrence Rainey’s authoritative summation, the poem simply reworks ‘a tawdry fabrication issued by propaganda authorities […] in occupied Milan’ (6).

Canto 73 can be ultimately understood as little more than ‘black propaganda’, and represents Pound’s final artistic work before the “Pisan Cantos” sequence (covering Cantos 74 to 84), which received the first Bollingen Award in 1949. Moreover, the preceding two Cantos were initially published in the Fascist newspaper Marina Repubblicana (Republican Navy, on 15 January and 1 February 1945, respectively)—one of the final publications still appearing under the crumbling Salò Republic—with an initial preface announcing to readers, in part: ‘Ezra Pound is American, but a friend, in the highest and purest sense of the word, to Fascist Italy.”28 Three months earlier, Pound had also sent Cantos 72 and 73 to Salò’s Minister of Popular Culture, Fernando Mezzasoma, with the deferential covering note: ‘I do not know where the enclosed Cantos are useful in any way. No doubt they are too crude for the refined and too complex for the simpleminded.”29 Around the time of their appearance in print in early 1945, moreover, Pound then took the liberty of sending Cantos 72 and 73 directly to Il Duce at Lake Garda.30 

If only as a reminder of those with whom Pound was communicating in the dying days of the war, no less than the fact than he put his poetry directly in the service of wartime propaganda, it is worth ending here with Canto 73, subtitled ‘Cavalcanti-Republican Correspondence’. By linking the Florentine Poet with the Salò Republic, it is Pound himself, by way of negative example, demonstrating the inextricability of art and politics at this time—at the very least in his own, rightly infamous instance—as well as, hopefully, the literary and historical relevance of archival research into this, and other, modernist ‘cases’:

The enemy blown to hell,

			  	  twenty were dead,

The girl also dead

		  among the rabble […]

To die for the fatherland

			  in the Romagna!

Dead they are not dead,

I have returned

from the third heaven

to see Romagna,

To see the mountains

  	  in the recovery,

What a beautiful winter!

 			  In the North the fatherland is reborn,
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