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			Stefan Zweig

			Austrian writer

			
					Born in Vienna (Austro-Hungarian Empire, present-day Austria) in 1881.

					Died in Petrópolis (near Rio de Janeiro, Brazil) in 1942.

					Notable works:	Jeremiah (1917), play

	Marie Antoinette: The Portrait of an Average Woman (1932), biography

	The Royal Game (1941), novella




			

			Stefan Zweig was an essayist, biographer, novelist, poet, translator, manuscript collector and, above all, a firm believer in European unity. He was born to an aristocratic Jewish family in Vienna and grew up in a privileged environment, before earning a doctorate in philosophy from the University of Vienna. From a young age, he took a keen interest in literature, especially poetry and theatre, and he garnered recognition in Vienna, a city renowned for its appreciation of the arts, for his first poetry collection, Silver Strings, which was published when he was just 19 years old.

			Zweig grew up in comfortable circumstances, surrounded by friends and family who loved and admired him, but when he was at university, he decided that he wanted to leave this familiar environment behind and see the world. He spent time in Paris, where his social circle included many of the city’s bohemian writers, in Berlin, where he rubbed shoulders with people from every social class, and in New York, where he realised that America was on its way to becoming a world power. After travelling extensively across Europe, he became convinced of the need for a European identity that would transcend national borders.

			He then returned to Vienna, but was soon forced to move again by the outbreak of the First World War (1914-1918) and the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He decided to go to Zurich, as Switzerland was a neutral power, meaning that it was still possible to live alongside citizens from enemy countries and write more freely against the war. After the end of the war, he returned to Austria and settled in his country house in Salzburg. This was where he spent the period between 1924 and 1933, which was when he was at his most relaxed, productive and successful. However, this period of peace was brought to an end by the rise of Adolf Hitler (German Chancellor, 1889-1945), whose persecution of the Jews forced Zweig to leave his country once again; this time, he would not return. He initially travelled to London after Germany annexed Austria and invaded Poland, triggering the outbreak of the Second World War (1939-1945), before moving to Brazil to escape the conflict that was engulfing Europe. He committed suicide there in 1942, at the age of 60.

			Did you know?

			Zweig was one of the most popular European writers of his generation: his fame in the 1920s and 1930s was comparable with that of Sigmund Freud (Austrian psychoanalyst, 1856-1939), Thomas Mann (German author, 1875-1955), George Bernard Shaw (Irish dramatist and critic, 1856-1950) and Albert Einstein (German-American physicist, 1879-1955). However, because he was Jewish, the virulently anti-Semitic Nazi Party burned and banned his books, and after his death in 1942 he gradually slipped into relative obscurity. Today, he is mainly known in academic circles, but in spite of the fame he enjoyed during his lifetime and his tremendous historical importance, the majority of the general public remain unfamiliar with his work.



		


		
			The World of Yesterday

			The end of an era in Europe

			
					Genre: autobiography, historical account, Künstlerroman

					Reference edition: Zweig, S. (1964) The World of Yesterday. Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press.

					1st edition: 1942

					Themes: past vs. present, reason, faith in the future, Judaism, art

			

			The World of Yesterday is Stefan Zweig’s autobiography and was published shortly after his death in 1942. It constitutes an in-depth portrait of Europe in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, spanning the author’s happy childhood and teenage years in Vienna, which at that time was a vibrant cultural hub where young people had absolute faith in progress and humanity. People were healthier, happier and more creative than ever before, scientific progress was revolutionising their lives and understanding of the world around them, and Europe was experiencing an unprecedented period of peace. However, war was looming on the horizon, and Zweig was on the sidelines to witness it all.

			The World of Yesterday provides an Austrian Jew’s eyewitness account of the changes wrought in Europe by the two world wars. It recounts the horrors and violence that laid waste to his native country, which went from a vast empire to a small nation, the surprise and dismay that swept through the country when war broke out, but also the people’s mounting enthusiasm for the conflict and the rise of nationalism and hatred.

			The novel traces Europe’s gradual loss of faith and hope, and explores how the Second World War broke out at a time when everyone thought that the worst was over, that they could get on with their lives and that there would never be another conflict as deadly as the First World War. It tells the story not only of a happier, more beautiful and more hopeful past, but also of a utopia that turned to dust.

		


		
			Summary

			A happy childhood

			Stefan Zweig was an ordinary Austrian Jewish boy. The society he grew up in prized safety above all else, and believed that the best way to maintain it was to preserve the values and traditions of the Empire, which were drilled into children at school. Like many Austrians, and the Viennese in particular, Zweig grew up going to the theatre, visiting cafés and enjoying fine food:

			“Gourmets in culinary matters, much occupied with a good wine, a dry fresh beer, sumptuous pastries and cakes, in this city people were also demanding with regard to more subtle delights. Making music, dancing, the theater, conversations, proper and urbane deportment, these were cultivated here as particular arts.” (p. 14)

			In the early 20th century, foreigners flocked to Vienna, which was a cosmopolitan city that was seen as the cultural capital of the world. According to Zweig, the Viennese venerated art, and paid little attention to the politics or economics sections when reading the newspaper, but immediately checked what was playing at the theatre that night. For this reason, when Zweig published his first collection of poems and began writing for the most exclusive literary review of that time, thanks to an opportunity provided by his editor Theodor Herzl (Austro-Hungarian political activist and writer, 1860-1904), who believed in his talent, he garnered a degree of renown in the city. This was a source of pride not only for the young author, but also for his loved ones, particularly his parents, who then gave him permission to move to Berlin.

			Zweig spent six months in Berlin, where he came to understand the fundamental difference between Germans and Austrians (according to him, Germans are thrifty to the point of stinginess and prefer order to freedom or justice) and met people from vastly different social backgrounds who all lived together in harmony. He then moved to Paris, where he adopted a bohemian lifestyle and became friends with Rainer Maria Rilke (Austro-German poet, 1875-1926) and other poets who wanted to make a living from their art. In the French capital, he met famous writers, attended literary gatherings and translated the work of great authors in the hope of learning enough about life and literature to become a full-time writer one day.

			Adulthood and war

			In the summer of 1914, Zweig was on holiday, having decided to make the most of the fine weather to spend a few days in Germany, before visiting his friend Emile Verhaeren (Belgian poet, 1855-1916) at his country house in Belgium. However, one beautiful June day, the news reached him that the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand (1863-1914), had been assassinated in Sarajevo by a young Bosnian Serb nationalist.

			Initially, most Austrians, including Zweig, did not attach much importance to the news. Franz Ferdinand was not particularly well-liked by the Empire’s subjects, who generally saw him as cold and ill-mannered. Consequently, the shock generated by his assassination soon faded, and before long the incident was forgotten. However, although many people were deliberately turning a blind eye to the mounting tensions in Europe, hostility was growing across the continent, and the assassination provided the perfect pretext for the adoption of more aggressive tactics. The first week after the assassination saw a series of diplomatic scares, threats and squabbles that quickly blew over, and almost everybody believed that the tensions would eventually be resolved. However, the bad news became more frequent and more serious, and countries like Belgium gradually began to mass their armies by their borders, as countries with greater military might at their disposal, such as Germany, were starting to look like a serious threat.

			When the Austrian government gave in to pressure from newspapers and the international community and declared war on Serbia, Zweig decided to move back to his native country to see what was happening there. He was stunned by what he found: the people were overwhelmingly enthusiastic, the atmosphere in Vienna was reminiscent of a vast festival, young men were rushing to enlist in the army, and poets and artists were glorifying war in their work. It never crossed anybody’s mind that they might not win the war, or that the conflict would drag on for so long.

			Zweig did not share his fellow Austrians’ enthusiasm, which he saw as foolish and reckless, and he spent the first few months of the war seeking out people who shared his convictions and using newspapers and magazines to try and rally others to this way of thinking. However, his efforts proved futile and the conflict seemed to worsen with every day that passed, putting an end to the illusions and enthusiasm that the population had initially harboured. When he saw that there was nothing he could do about the situation, Zweig decided to move to Zurich, as Switzerland had chosen to remain neutral in the conflict. He spent a few months there, meeting like-minded individuals and writing in favour of pacifism, a stance he would maintain for the rest of his life.

			Upon learning that Austria had surrendered and the war was finally over, Zweig felt that it was his duty to return to his defeated country. When he got on the train to Salzburg, he was stunned by the contrast between the old, run-down Austrian trains and the Swiss trains. The Austrian conductors, who told people where to sit, were emaciated, seemed hungry, were dressed in old, threadbare uniforms and practically grovelled before their passengers. The trains had been stripped of the belts that were used to raise and lower the shutters and of their seat coverings, as the leather they were made of was a very valuable material during the war. The cold autumn air blew into the carriages through the broken windows, although this also had its advantages, as the smoke and soot helped to mask the stench of death and disease that permeated the trains, which had been used to transport casualties during the war. There was barely enough coal to get the engines running, which meant that the trains kept stalling and could not even go up small hills.

			This was only the beginning: the end of the war was followed by years of difficulty and abject poverty, as the newly-established republic was bankrupt and inflation reached unprecedented levels. Prices could skyrocket over the course of a single day, money lost its value and a thriving black market developed.

			The calm before the storm

			In spite of the dire situation it found itself in, Austria eventually recovered, as did the rest of Europe. Zweig spent the 1920s in his country house in Salzburg, surrounded by friends and admirers. The city was now a leading cultural hub, and writers, artists and musicians flocked there. Zweig was invited to give talks and lectures not only in Western Europe, but also in the USA, Russia and Latin America. The novels and biographies he wrote during this period sold millions of copies in Germany and were translated into numerous languages. He also wrote an opera in collaboration with Richard Strauss (German composer, 1864-1949), one of the most famous composers of the period and, at one time, a favourite of the Nazis.

			However, despite this apparent calm, Zweig was keenly aware of the rise of groups of well-trained, smartly dressed young people who were kitted out with the latest weapons and who made their presence felt in a number of European cities by brutally stamping out labour marches. These were the National Socialists, better known today as the Nazis.

			Seemingly overnight, a veteran of the First World War named Adolf Hitler rose to prominence and attracted a vast base of supporters. Thousands of Germans idolised him and were taken in by his promises to fix the economy and destroy Communism. Although Zweig initially paid little attention to this former soldier and his vitriolic speeches, he soon realised that some of his friends had stopped visiting and many of them did not want to be seen in public with him.

			One day, the police came to Zweig’s house to carry out an inspection, and the author, who had grown up with the belief in liberty that had characterised the 19th century, saw this as an insult. He subsequently went on holiday to England to relax and get away from the mounting tensions in Austria. This trip also gave him the opportunity to reconnect with his friend Sigmund Freud (Austrian psychoanalyst, 1856-1939), whom he met with on numerous occasions. However, the situation in Austria worsened while he was in England, as Germany’s behaviour was becoming increasingly aggressive and its neighbour appeared powerless to defend itself.

			Consequently, Zweig decided that it would be safest for him to stay in London. While he was there, Britain declared war on Germany and Zweig realised that he would soon be stateless, as Austrian Jews were being stripped of their nationality. Exhausted and desperate, he and his wife moved to New York and then to Brazil, where he wrote his autobiography before committing suicide, as he believed that Hitler would win
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