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than discuss the reception of Schiller's text by legal philosophers, this
essay shows, via a close reading of the play, how Schiller's theater
around 1800 reveals the problematic nature of various aspects of power
legitimation and how these emerged with particular force during the
early twentieth century, when they intersected with the legal and political
reflections of the time.

Schiller’s theater meets, head on, some of the central themes of modern
European political philosophy, including freedom of thought (Don Carlos); the
death penalty (Maria Stuart); the right to resist and the genealogy of human
rights (Wilhelm Tell). From Hobbes to Rousseau, doctrines of natural law were
elaborated on the basis of a hypothesis that accentuated the rational faculty of
human beings and that saw civilization as a force that could neutralize hostility
and violence.! The ultimate aim was to substitute for the dynamics of power and
conflict the logic of right and exchange or, to quote Kant, the attainment of “a
civil society which can administer justice universally.””

In many ways Schiller shared this view, but he was also quick to recognize
its inherent contradictions. For example, in a posthumous fragment that may
have emerged from his letters Uber die dsthetische Erziehung des Menschen (On
the Aesthetic Education of Man, 1795) and, thereby, from his close examination
of the results of the French Revolution, Schiller questioned the efficacy of the
doctrine of natural law.® That doctrine presupposes that there exists a priori in
man a rational capacity that could only be the result of an ongoing process—fruit



of a quest for liberty that could be experienced by means of the arts. The
Aesthetic Education is the programmatic text of Weimar Classicism. However,
neither it nor the 1794 announcement of the periodical Die Horen (The Horae)—
which aimed at tightening “in the midst of the tumult of politics an intimate and
restricted circle around the Muses and the Graces that would exclude all that is
stained by an impure party spirit” (22, 105) necessarily imply an evasive, idealis-
tic and ultimately impolitic outcome. Indeed, Weimar Classicism established a
peculiar tension between the autonomy of art and the political reality of the
time. After the French Revolution, Schiller continued his critical reexamination
of the project of modernity by means of the encoded allusions* he makes use
of in his plays. From this perspective, his great classical dramas could be
read as political plays that, in a complex interplay of refractions and estrange-
ment effects, reflect the central themes of European legal thought. Schiller uses
the language of drama to reveal ambiguities and moments of friction in legal
thought that sometimes go unnoticed in the public and academic discourse of
his time.

Even in his later works, Schiller continued to assert and exercise the
“jurisdiction of the stage” that he had theorized in his early writings. In his
1784 lecture Was kann eine gute stehende Schaubiihne eigentlich wirken? (What
Can a Good Resident Repertory Theater Really Achieve?), the young playwright
defined theater as a moralische Anstalt (moral institution), with the task of inter-
vening “at the point where the domain of worldly laws ends,”® which was needed
because, “if the leaders and tutors of the State were capable of understanding it,
the stage could contribute to correcting public opinion about the government and
those in power.”” Even though the mature Schiller had put behind him the
Enlightenment topos of theater-as-tribunal, during his collaboration with the
Weimar court theater in his later years he did not renounce the notion that a
public dimension was necessary in theatrical practice. Firm in his conviction that
aesthetic autonomy requires the exclusion of the everyday as well as of a repre-
sentation of reality that is too direct, Schiller wrote plays that proceed by means
of dislocation, shifts and camouflage as regards the political realities of his time.
This is a tactic that has significant consequences for understanding the connec-
tion of his plays with law.®

By articulating indirectly through the medium of drama so many questions
that are crucial to modern politics and law, Schiller brings to light meanings
that transcend the historical horizon in which the plays were written. This is
particularly true of the problem of the legitimation of power, which I will discuss
in relation to Schiller’s last great theatrical experiment, the Demetrius project, of
which we possess an unpublished manuscript comprising the first act and several
scenes from the second, together with the Szenar (scenario) and a substantial
number of notes.



THE IMPACT OF SCHILLER'S DEMETRIUS IN THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY

With Demetrius, Schiller once again drew his subject from the history of the for-
mation of modern European states, as he had done with Die Verschworung des
Fiesko zu Genua (Fiesco’s Conspiracy at Genoa, 1783), Don Carlos (1787),
Wallenstein (1800), Maria Stuart (1800), Die Jungfrau von Orleans (The Maid of
Orleans, 1801), and Wilhelm Tell (1804). This new project re-elaborates the story
of the false pretender to the throne of the Tsar in the Time of Troubles, introduc-
ing the invented element of a protagonist who believes he is acting honestly. In
Schiller’s play, Demetrius turns out to be a swindled swindler: he genuinely
believes that he is the tsarevich and convinces the Poles to help him take his
legitimate throne. Just before he succeeds in his venture, however, he discovers
that he has been the victim of fraud. Nevertheless, he decides to continue in his
endeavor, now pretending to be who he had (falsely) believed he was. In reality,
he is heading towards his own destruction.

The most recent studies on this drama fragment are focused on applying,
retrospectively, the typology of power formulated by Max Weber. Most scholars
would argue that Schiller makes evident the dangers of all “subjective-
charismatic” legitimization. The charisma that enables Demetrius to ascend to
the throne is generated by his conviction that he is the true ¢sarevich. When he
discovers, however, that his charisma is not founded on a legitimate right and
that in fact his claim stems from deceit, the power that accrues to him from his
(now proven false) conviction is, even in the eyes of the protagonist himself,
clearly unjustified. According to this interpretation and to the logic of the charac-
ter and the dramatic action, the only plausible form of legitimacy is dynasticism.?
The solution offered by Schiller is, according to this interpretation, inherently
restorative, as it recognizes only the power of traditional monarchies as legitim-
ate. But this is not a fully satisfactory conclusion either on a literary critical
level, since it too drastically reduces the text to its presumed ideological-political
message, nor on a historical level, since in defining the position of Schiller within
the legal and political context of his time, it applies what are essentially twenti-
eth-century concepts to an earlier era without any critical mediation.

I propose, therefore, a different approach: to examine how Schiller's drama-
turgy in Demetrius handles the question of power legitimization, and to show
how his treatment of legitimacy emerges in some aspects of early twentieth-
century reflection on the subject. This is not a matter of mere speculation: there
is actual evidence, both direct and indirect, of the influence of Schiller—and, in
particular, of his Demetrius—on three great social and legal theorists of the time:
Ferdinand Tonnies, Max Weber, and Carl Schmitt. I shall not discuss the recep-
tion by legal philosophers of Schiller’s text, but shall instead demonstrate how
theatrical language around 1800 contributed to a more nuanced differentiation



between legitimation and legality,'® and to a problematization of certain aspects
of power legitimation that had not been elaborated yet in the juridical theory of
the time. By doing so, I shall demonstrate how Schiller’s dramaturgical sugges-
tions concerning legitimacy could only emerge clearly in the early twentieth cen-
tury, when they intersected with the legal and political reflections of the time.

THE TYRANNY OF THE MAJORITY: FERDINAND TONNIES AND
PARLIAMENTARY DEMOCRACY

In the complex history of the development of the Demetrius project, one decisive
turning-point in the structural composition of the dramatic action stands out in
March 1805. It is during this month that Schiller set aside the so-called
Samborfassung version, which presented the protagonist in an innocent and pri-
vate state, and chose instead to start the drama not only in medias res but also
with a remarkable public scene. In the version known as the Reichstagsfassung,
the hero, who has already discovered his apparent identity as tsarevich, reclaims
his legitimate title in front of the Krakow parliament and asks for the support of
the Polish army to re-conquer his throne.

This is, in fact, the staging of a political ritual; in this case, the session of a
representative assembly. The use of similar rituals is nothing new in Schiller’s
drama; they often appear as the result of intentional falsifications, in particular
those related to absolutism and the court. In Don Carlos, the king bursts into
tears, incapable of ruling either the private or public sphere; the auditory teicho-
scopy of the Earl of Leicester in Maria Stuart turns the divestiture of the con-
demned queen upside down, transforming it into a higher moral investiture; in
The Maid of Orleans, the crowning of the king—the ultimate act of reinstated
legitimacy—also occurs off stage. In Schiller’s plays, the autonomy of artistic rep-
resentation is interwoven with the political-social symbolism inscribed in court
rituals, revealing traces of the eroded credibility of the ancien régime’s
legal system.'!

In France after 1789, the Republican constitution created new symbols and
sought novel forms of public representation. While the coronation ceremony oper-
ated according to the logic of the dual body of the king—the king is dead, long
live the king—'2 revolutionary festivities tended to make visible the logic of
popular sovereignty and of the nation as an abstract community of equals. In
1790, for example, the great celebration on the Champ de Mars culminated in an
oath of allegiance taken by all in attendance at the altar of the motherland, so
representing the ancient ritual of a founding pact.'®> We might recall the Riitli
night scene in Wilhelm Tell with its analogous founding pact in order to see that
Schiller’s play contains similar public manifestations of a new power character-
ized by republican values.



In Demetrius, the parliament scene can be seen, on closer inspection, to move
in this same direction. In order to understand this, one must read the notes from
the Nachlass, where it appears evident that Schiller intended to compare various
forms of government and legitimation. Polish republicanism, for instance, is con-
trasted with Russian despotism: “The enormous divide between the Poles and
the Russians, the former free and independent, the latter servile and oppressed,
must be represented.”’* The freedom of the Poles, as can be read in Schiller’s
notes, is republican: the sovereign is merely a figurehead and the nobles enjoy
equal rights.!® The Polish parliament scene thus implies aspects of repub-
lican ritual.

The outcome of the public debate in this scene is crucial to our understanding
of the importance of this scene from the point of view of legitimacy. In the
Krakow parliament, the debate unfolds in accordance with constitutional rules
and established legal procedures, including the right of veto to which the mag-
nate Sapieha resorts. Anticipating the development of the dramatic action as a
whole, Sapieha denounces factional interests as well as the intrigues of
Demetrius’ supporters. But the final result of his intervention will prove to
be fatal:

The majority?

What is the majority? Majority is stupidity;

intelligence has always been possessed by the few. [...]
Votes need to be weighed and not counted;

sooner or later the State will be destroyed,

if the majority wins and stupidity makes the decisions.'®

Sapieha’s tirade sanctions a radical de-legitimization of the parliament. The
assembly that Demetrius had entrusted with recognition of his right to rule thus
becomes completely discredited; conformity to established rules and respect for
legality are revealed as mere formalism. In the history of European political
institutions critique of the majority principle is nothing new, but after 1789—and
into the nineteenth century and beyond—it would be formulated differently. The
importance of Sapieah's outburst within the republican context in which it is
positioned in Schiller’s text as well as in the historical context of the fragment, is
evident: it comes across as a critique of the illusions and degeneration of repre-
sentative democracy. In this light, the Polish magnate’s protest might well sound
like a surprising ante litteram denunciation of the limits of parliamentarianism
and its procedures.

This denunciation was highlighted by Ferdinand Tonnies, the great German
sociologist who theorized the opposition between community and society. The
small but significant corpus of his essays dedicated to Schiller has never been



properly addressed. In these writings, Tonnies reconstructs the two phases of
Schiller’s political evolution—prerevolutionary and postrevolutionary—within the
the wider context of Rousseau-inspired European Enlightenment. The position
that Tonnies adopts is in direct oppostion to the bourgeois-nationalistic cult of
the poet in Germany under Wilhelm II, instead highlighting the proximity of
Schiller’s work as a whole to socialist and democratic ideals. The sociologist’s
short essay Schillers politisches Vermachtnis (Schiller’s Political Legacy)
appeared in 1905, during the first centinary celebrations of the death of the play-
wright, and it is not by chance that it centers precisely on an interpretation of
Sapieha’s invective in Demetrius. Tonnies calls it a

fiery accusation launched against democracy! A condemnation of
universal suffrage! The vindication of a form of aristocratic
government! Schiller, otherwise praised or upbraided as the poet
of liberty and revolution, at the end of his life becomes the

guarantor of decidedly conservative, indeed reactionary ideas!'”

And yet Tonnies demonstrates with great insight that this is only the functional,
surface significance of the text—and here he is in opposition to conservative read-
ings by many of his contemporaries—which does not necessarily represent
Schiller’s ideas. The same hermeneutic subtlety leads Tonnies, in another essay,
to affirm—very much ahead of his time—that although Schiller gave up writing
“directly” about his political vision in his later plays, his political vision can, with
a little effort, still be “deciphered.”'® It is with such careful reading that Ténnies
identifies a nodal point in the dramatic action of Demetrius to which sufficient
attention has not yet been paid, but is fundamental to the problem of legitim-
ation in the play. Sapieha’s tirade marks a point of no return for the republican
ritual and its total dissolution: “wholesale insurrection, the king descends from
the throne, the barriers are torn down, a thunderous roar is raised up. The dele-
gates take their sabres in hand and wave them to the right and left of
Sapieha.”'® The debate in parliament degenerates into the attempted lynching of
one of its members. It is not the rational reasoning and regulated debate of legal
procedure that decides the credibility of Demetrius’ claims. Therefore, if the
republican ritual is discounted, what is left to decide his legitimacy?

BELIEVING IN ORDER TO OBEY, SEEING IN ORDER TO BELIEVE: MAX WEBER

In his notes on the strengths and weaknesses of his work, Schiller places particu-
lar emphasis on one of its strengths as follows: “The effect of belief in oneself and
of the belief of others. Demetrius believes he is the Tsar and so he becomes the
Tsar. The Russians believe him and so they raise him to the throne.”® “Belief in



oneself” characterizes the subjective condition of the protagonist—Glauben

(belief) is a key term throughout the fragment,?!

appearing over thirty times—
and moreover concerns the belief of others. In other words, what Schiller drama-
tized was not only the effect of Demetrius’ belief in himself but also the effect
that belief has on others.

As the outcome of the parliament scene demonstrates, Schiller’s last experi-
ment dispenses with all forms of state and of government, as well as with all cat-
egories that informed the political debate of his time. This was possible because
the play does not hinge on what specific form of power is more or less justifiable.
On the contrary, Demetrius focuses on the effect of belief within the field of polit-
ical agency as an element that is constitutive of and unavoidable in power
legitimation.

In the twentieth century, Max Weber theorized this concept very clearly. His
famous essay Politik als Beruf (Politics as a Vocation, 1919) contains the results
of his reflections on various forms of power legitimacy. The typology proposed by
Weber does not situate the fundamentals of legitimacy in external relationships,
binding them to universal forms of social life such as the family, war, or
exchange. On the contrary, he locates them in a subjective belief in the validity
of a power that one must obey. From his sociological and descriptive perspective,
the concept of legitimacy includes mechanisms for the justification of power that
are present in essentially every organized community. Weber asks how power
can be justified in a plausible and effective way for those who rule and for those
who are ruled. Belief in the legitimacy of any given power manifests in three dif-
ferent ways, to which correspond three ideal types of power: traditional, charis-
matic, and legal. Describing the traditional type, Weber explains that its
legitimation resides in the authority “of an eternal yesterday”®? (I/17, 37)—an
unattributed citation of Wallenstein’s famous monologue. A general in the Thirty
Years’ War and the protagonist of Schiller’s dramatic trilogy, Wallenstein
delights in toying with the idea of betraying his emperor, replacing him to
become a sovereign who would rule over a new era of peace in Europe. He then
questions himself regarding the ultimate basis for the power he would like to
subvert, which seems to him based only on an “eternal yesterday” and made
legitimate by the mere habit of feeling reverence for its existence in the past.
Evidently this is a reference that Weber did not need to make explicit, certain as
he was of being understood by the cultured circle of his supporters in
1919 Munich.

Here, however, my intention is not simply to apply Weber’s ideal types to an
interpretation of Schiller’s last unfinished piece. It is true that the false Russian
pretender is not mentioned in Politik als Beruf, but one cannot ignore the inter-
esting convergence between Schiller and Weber on the vital importance of the
effect of belief on political agency. In Demetrius, one can catch a glimpse of a



theatrical representation of this conceptual element of twentieth-century thought
on legitimacy wherein every form of power must not only legitimize itself but
also show itself to be believable.?® There is no explicit theoretical exposition of
this notion in any specific passage in the play, but we should nevertheless notice
how Schiller presented on stage the fundamental advantage of what he referred
to as “the effect of believing.”

In Demetrius, this effect is achieved by means of experimental dramaturgy
centered on public scenes and visual impact. Schiller’s last completed plays also
contain traces of this approach,?* and other late incomplete sketches prefigure
“scenes for the eyes, full of action and movement.”® By now, Schiller’s drama-
turgy has become a theater for the eyes that focuses on public scenes and the
masses—or, in other words, on spectacles of power. The great parliament scene
in Demetrius is not an isolated example: the notes mention “sumptuous scenes
[...] acts of brutal sovereign violence, slaughter, murders, victories, ceremonies,
etc.”?® In Demetrius, it is almost as if this new dramaturgy seeks to outdo itself
in its tendency towards the grandiose and colossal—towards that which has
never been seen before. Indeed, one of the greatest merits of the project lies in
the fact that it is “all action” and offers “much for the eyes.”” Schiller’s notes
envision an almost programmatic reduction of the verbal in favor of the visual:
“above all it can be noted that everything is apparent in the action itself because
there are as few actual speeches as possible.””® And yet this hypertrophy of the
spectacular, which Schiller’s chosen type of staging makes possible, is not a sim-
ple reduction to the decorative. On the contrary, the dramaturgy of visual impact
in Demetrius unfolds according to a plan that is related to its author’s intention
and to the content and strategy of visual effects. It is within the execution of this
strategy that we encounter power legitimation that must, as noted above, demon-
strate its own believability.

EDUCATING THE SPECTATOR

We can now productively re-read the passage cited above—“The effect of belief in
oneself and of the belief of others. Demetrius believes he is the Tsar and so he
becomes the Tsar. The Russians believe him and so they raise him to the
throne”—alongside the brief note that Schiller later added in the margins of the
manuscript: “The way of acting upon the people.”®® In Demetrius, the ancient
Christian and early-modern Machiavellian motif whereby people believe more in
their eyes than in their ears®® becomes fundamental to both dramaturgical inten-
tion and the content of the action: “The people do not analyze for long; they are
moved by sensory perception and notions, they even believe in what is most
incredible.”®! In the outline for another scene, a proclamation by Demetrius is
read out in a Russian village: “There is no doubting for an instant his veracity—



it is a symbol of the ease with which one can work on the people in the coarsest
of ways.”® Subsequently, while reworking the same scene, Schiller becomes
more explicit: “The intention of this scene is to show [...] how quickly what is
incredible is embraced by the simple populace and the ways in which this
comes about.”*?

Schiller has, after all, a kind of pedagogical project in mind: while the people
on stage might trust their eyes without understanding, the people in the the-
ater—that is, the public that constitutes the real addressee of the stage perform-
ance—must in the end understand. In a masterly dramaturgical move, Schiller
here assigns a central role to the spectator both in the constitution and signifi-
cance of the effect of belief. This Russian-Polish piece, unlike any other play by
Schiller, thus establishes a very specific relationship between stage and audience;
actors and spectators; public (the people) on and off the stage. It is not enough,
in fact, that ‘the crowd’—as a collective actor—gives credence to what it sees and
believes in the legitimacy of the pretender. The same experience must also hold
true, at least initially, for the spectators who attend the theatrical performance.
When Demetrius makes his appearance in the parliament scene, the stage direc-
tions read: “Then he places himself in such a way that he is able to keep his eye
on a large part of the assembly and [on] the audience who suppose that they too
are sitting in parliament.”®® At that moment, the gaze of the spectators in the
theater must also be complicit in legitimating Demetrius as the Tsar’s heir.
Indeed, as we read in the Nachlass, at that moment spectators must exercise
“the willing suspension of disbelief” and actually forget that Demetrius cannot be
the real pretender to the throne.?®

But then—and this is how the pedagogical project develops—the spectator
must return to being the recipient of an aesthetic education, of a political peda-
gogy in a broad sense; the spectator must, in short, come to understand how
power legitimation works. In the Szenar, the stage directions on Demetrius’ tri-
umphant entry into Moscow yet again suggest the constitutive effect of the belief
of others:

one makes out in the distance [...] a sprawling jumble of houses
and towers and [...] at the wings [...] there can be seen
spectators at the windows and on the roofs and scaffolding. [...]
Since the spectators in this scene must also play a role, they can

be given more room.>®

Here the separation between the public within the scene and in the audience out-
side it could not be more marked: unlike the people on the stage, who credulously
pay tribute to the man they believe is the new Tsar, the audience in the theater
now knows better and cannot ignore that the protagonist is an impostor. This is,



according to Schiller, “the most important scene in the play from the point of
view of the content.”®”

Schiller’s theatrical staging, therefore, demonstrates how politics is itself also
a form of staging—a machine of deceit, artifice, and pretence. By putting pres-
sure on the relationship between the public on stage and the audience, he also
stages the effect of belief as the aesthetic game of the play within the play. In
the end, the theatrical representation could collapse in on itself. The final mono-
logue of the Cossack as a new pretender “could end the tragedy, by pointing to a
new series of impending storms, as if what has happened is being repeated all
over again.”®® The drama of the usurper in good faith could be resolved via a
mise en abyme, revealing this same aesthetic technique as a generator of fiction,
deceit and illusion.

NAPOLEON AND THE INTRUSION OF TIME IN THE PLAY: CARL SCHMITT

The critical potential of this last of Schiller’s experiments, however, does not end
here. In order to pinpoint the historical-political context of Demetrius, one must
look to Paris and then to Weimar. We must recall the syncretic combination of
different forms of power legitimation that Napoleon employed for his coronation
in 1804: divine grace, guaranteed by the presence of the pope; political autonomy,
made manifest in the imperial gesture of the self-placed crown; and popular sov-
ereignty, expressed through the plebiscite. The coronation became a media event
of pan-European relevance and was, in Weimar, the subject of various articles in
the most widely-read journals, including the Weimarisches Wochenblatt, London
and Paris, and Minerva. Johann Wilhelm Archenholz, the editor of Minerva
whom Schiller knew very well, presented the Parisian celebrations to his readers
as a gigantic farce, a ridiculous spectacle.?®

While Schiller was writing Maria Stuart, he confessed to Goethe that he had
knowingly introduced motifs into the plot that “could be of interest to readers
who were well-informed and accustomed to thinking.”*® The motifs he was allud-
ing to concerned the trial of the king of France and a discussion on the death
penalty in the territories of the Habsburg Empire.*’ For such a reader—or
rather, such a spectator—Schiller could also have composed his Demetrius, with
its references to Napoleon’s vertiginous rise to power and to the methods he
employed to legitimize his coronation.

Regarding references in theater of the kind that implicitly address the play-
wright’s contemporaries, Carl Schmitt introduced the notion of “the intrusion of
the time into the play” in his acclaimed essay Hamlet oder Hekuba (Hamlet or
Hecuba, 1956).*2 Deliberately leaving aside the enormous number of specialist
studies on Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Schmitt, a jurist, adopted a hands on approach
to explain the apparent incongruities in the unique relationship Shakespeare
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had with contemporary politics. For instance, taboo figures like the queen and
the avenger remain unchanged in Hamlet because they serve to highlight ex neg-
ativo the most burning historical and political issues of the reign of James I,
King of England. It is precisely their presence/absence in the play that, according
to Schmitt, allows Shakespeare to carry out an “intrusion of the time” over the
course of the play. This is how Hamlet has risen, in modern times, to the rank of
a true Tragodie: by drawing on the strength of myth.*3

To confirm his unequivocal praise of Shakespeare’s genius, Schmitt has no
hesitation in calling Schiller into play. It is to the detriment of the German play-
wright that the allusions to and mirrorings of time in his plays allowed him to
write only historical dramas or Trauerspiele.** This is not the place to discuss
how Schmitt has recourse here to Walter Benjamin’s terminology (and judgments
of Schiller) in the critic’s Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels (The Origin of
German Tragic Drama, 1928).*° Instead, it is vital to understand that Schmitt’s
critique of Schiller’s dramas in Hamlet or Hecuba conceals but also reveals a fun-
damental factor in the understanding both of the genesis of Schmitt’s essay on
Shakespeare and—more importantly—of the role that Demetrius played in his
intellectual itinerary.

With his theorization of the intrusion of time, Schmitt finally succeeds in the
complex operation he had attempted earlier, when reading for the first time
Schiller’s last unfinished play. The notion of the intrusion of time in Hamlet is,
in fact, the result of a close comparison with Demetrius. It is worthwhile to dwell
a little on the circumstances and outcome of this intensive reading of Hamlet
alongside Demetrius. We know that Schmitt was forced to withdraw into private
life after 1945 due to his public involvement with the Hitler regime; he tried
more than once to come to terms with his and the German people’s connection
with National Socialism, to which end he often makes use of literary mirrorings
and historical parallels. In his very private personal musings on the twelve years
of the regime, Schmitt recounts how he came across Schiller’s hero. The event
appears in notes written between 1947 and 1951 that were published posthu-
mously under the title Glossarium nearly half a century later, in 1991. They
sound, to a certain extent, like a last, esoteric word on Schmitt’s earlier reflec-
tions on Hitler and the history of National Socialism.*®

In these notes, Schmitt does not even raise the question of the legitimacy (or
lack thereof) of the Russian pretender to the throne in Schiller’s piece. What
strikes him instead about the play is that “Schiller’s formulation once again hits
the mark: what he wants to deal with in Demetrius is ‘the effect of belief in one-
self and the belief of others’.”*” This is the fundamental point that induces the
legal philosopher to attempt an immediate and existential interpretation of
Schiller’s fragment. The crucial question he asks of Demetrius is aimed at under-
standing how the German people and Schmitt himself could have believed in
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Hitler and in the promise of the National Socialist party. *® In Hitler, Schmitt
sees a false Demetrius, an adventurer, a man who came from nothing and to
whom the German people entrusted the task of avenging the humiliation they
had suffered for their defeat in the First World War and the Treaty of Versailles.
In Schiller’s unfinished play, Marfa, the ex-Tsarina and mother of the young
Demetrius, had initially believed she could adopt the false pretender as ven-
geance against Boris Godunov, the usurper who, many years before, had made
her kill her baby boy, the legitimate heir to the throne. Schmitt thus suggests a
parallel between Marfa’s behavior in the face of the triumphant ascent to power
of the false Demetrius and that of Germany and its bourgeois and military élites
in the face of Hitler's triumph. The latter, as we read in a note dated 1
May 1949,

had to become the offspring of their revenge for defeat in the
First World War. This Kaspar Hause, unkown soldier, was
adopted as a false Demetrius by Mother Germany who had,
between 1933 and 1945, continued to repeat to herself:

“Even though he is not the son of my heart

He will have to be the son of my vengeance.”

But faithless Mother Germany, when she saw the abyss that was
opening up before her, could not sustain her role to the end.*®

Schmitt juggles analogies and parallels between the literary text on the one
hand and historical events on the other; we cannot ignore that, just as Marfa, at
the end of Schiller’s fragment, renounces the false Demetrius, “faithless Mother
Germany” is an allusion to the failed attempt on Hitler’s life organized in July
1944 by Stauffenberg and his circle.’® There are further explicit parallels in
Schmitt’s papers between the events narrated in Schiller’s play and the history
of National Socialism in the years 1933-1945; other convincing parallels are not
explicit but can be reconstructed hypothetically.®*

It is impossibile to obtain from Schmitt’s posthumous notes a straightforward
reading of Demetrius as an allegorical figuration of Hitler and his regime. In fact,
Schmitt allows for the “intrusion” of the Nazi period in the play, which he inter-
rogates by means of autobiographical identification. The experiment with
Demetrius that had failed in the Glossarium later succeeds in the essay on
Hamlet, where Schmitt confines himself to uncovering how Shakespeare’s histor-
ical references to the reign of James I actually function. These considerations,
however, do not undermine in the slightest the importance of Schmitt’s encounter
with Demetrius. Indeed, the most important retrospective stands against Nazism
on the part of Schmitt are in fact stimulated by his encounter with Schiller’s
work.’? As Schmitt himself recognizes in Glossarium, this encounter in turn
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owes much to Max Kommerell’s interpretation of the tragic dialectic of idea and
action in Schiller, according to which action perforce leads in its historical execu-
tion to a betrayal of the idea.’® For Schmitt, therefore, following in the wake of
Kommerell, Demetrius/Hitler—the adventurer adopted by Mother Germany to
avenge the humiliation of Versailles—is, tragically, a mere instrument for carry-
ing out an ideal, the fomenter of an action that must inevitably betray the inspir-
ing idea. This is not the place to discuss the historical interpretation proposed by
Schmitt but is rather, at the conclusion of this investigation, the occasion to
observe once again how the force of belief—so central to the dramatic effect of
Demetrius and so rich in inspiration for legal and political reflections on legitim-
acy in the twentieth century—should also touch on what was for that century
one of the most devasting and tragic of historical experiences.
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