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At a dinner party in Rapallo in January 1929, W B Yeats turned to his neighbour and said, ‘we are all just pebbles on the beach in the backwash of eternity.’ His wife, George, rolled her eyes. It was a cold evening and Yeats had arrived wearing woollen socks on his hands. There was always something a little absurd about Yeats. He is easy to parody. When Ezra Pound wanted to sound like an otherworldly bard, he read his poems in a hokey Irish lilt he borrowed from Yeats. 
Lauren Arrington’s The Poets of Rapallo describes a group of poets and artists in the roaring Twenties and the gloomy, self-important Thirties. She quotes the writer Richard Aldington, looking back on these decades in 1941: ‘The 1920s formed a brilliant but anarchic period fully deserving in both a bad and good sense its favourite adjective, “amusing” … in reaction, the 1930s gave themselves up to political fanaticisms, and were consequently duller and less sincere – they all quacked what the big doctrinaire duck trumpeted.’ What changed was the tone, the sense of what mattered in art, and the setting for literary encounters. Instead of Dadaists at the Closerie des Lilas, we get Pound, Yeats and a handful of minor literary figures discussing Oswald Spengler over tea at the English Tennis Club in a small seaside resort on the Ligurian coast in northern Italy. 
Ezra and Dorothy Pound settled in Rapallo in October 1924. They moved there for the same reasons people have long headed to southern Europe: because it was cheap and because of the weather. They rented a flat with a nice terrace and a view, and they enjoyed feeding the local stray cats. Yeats first arrived there in February 1928, suffering from flu and sunk in a wintry depression, and he and George returned there for a series of long stays over the next few years. Others dropped by. Aldington was there, working on his First World War novel Death of a Hero and translating Boccaccio. Basil Bunting arranged concerts, sponsored by the Fascist National Institute of Culture, and helped Pound edit the literary supplement of the local paper. The art critic Adrian Stokes turned up with Spengler’s books in his suitcase. 
The big doctrinaire duck, of course, was Mussolini. One major strand in Arrington’s book is the turn, among these writers, from high modernist poetics to a late modernist style marked by enthusiasm for authoritarian politics. The most valuable reading Arrington offers is of the works by Pound’s long-neglected wife, Dorothy. Her paintings were published in Etruscan Gate in 1971 but she worked on them in these years in Italy. Arrington convincingly draws out the parallels between Dorothy’s paintings of Roman architecture and the fascist ideal of a ‘return to order’. Dorothy’s style developed as she ‘shifted her attention onto the solidity of the architectural object, which she juxtaposes against the instability of the natural environment’. Arrington points to the fascistic undertones of the Pounds’ fondness for collecting postcards of arches and aqueducts and uses these old postcards to illustrate the book. 
Discussion of fascism tends to run into a problem of definition, partly due to the ambiguity of the word – ‘fascism’ is usually taken to refer to the general set of principles, while ‘Fascism’ is its Italian variant – and partly because, as George Orwell noted, it more often appears as a term of abuse than as a coherent political category. Confusion about exactly what fascism was or stood for is shared by the characters of Arrington’s book. Shortly after the March on Rome, Yeats wrote about his approval of ‘individualist Italy’; the one thing, however, we can be confident fascism stands for is the supremacy of the state over the individual. There is an air of slightly foolish muddle. Pound wondered whether Mussolini might turn out to be a great supporter of the arts. In April 1933, he wrote to the Jewish poet Louis Zukofsky, who was planning a trip to Rapallo, ‘Mittle and Nord Europa less seasonable for Semites than they wuz lass year’, but encouraged him to come nonetheless. 
By 1934, Yeats had left Rapallo. Pound stayed and redoubled his attachment to Italian Fascism, producing supportive pamphlets and ultimately making wartime broadcasts on behalf of Mussolini’s government. Those who love the poetry of Yeats often see him in the way he wanted to be seen: as an artist of timeless myth, someone above the seasons. But Yeats’s work, as Arrington reminds us, does not so easily slip its original context. ‘O sages standing in God’s holy fire/As in the gold mosaic of a wall,’ he wrote in ‘Sailing to Byzantium’, ‘gather me/Into the artifice of eternity.’ I’ve always hated that poem and reading Arrington’s book has helped me to understand why. ‘Sailing to Byzantium’ was published in the spring 1928 issue of a little magazine edited by Pound in Rapallo, and the poet’s preference for myth over life, for fake gold over human bodies, chimes horribly with the mystical, sanitary fixations of Italian Fascism. Had he forgotten? We are all just pebbles. 
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