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			Stefan Zweig

			Austrian writer, playwright, journalist and biographer

			
					Born in Vienna in 1881

					Died in Brazil in 1942

					Notable works:	Confusion (1926), novella

	Twenty-Four Hours in the Life of a Woman (1934), novella

	The Royal Game (1941), novella




			

			Stefan Zweig was born in Vienna, Austria in 1881 to a bourgeois Jewish family. From an early age he was passionate about anything to do with art, poetry, literature and theatre. He developed his strong humanist thinking and fondness for European culture throughout his studies and travels around the world. He rubbed shoulders with great writers of the times such as Rilke, Émile Verhaeren, Romain Rolland and Jules Romain. He was both passionate and extremely sensitive and was traumatised by the two world wars. In 1933, his books were publicly burned in Munich. He committed suicide in Brazil in 1942, having fled Europe several years previously.

		


		
			Twenty-Four Hours in the Life of a Woman

			Confessions of an aging lady

			
					Genre: novella

					Reference edition: Zweig, S. (2011) Vingt-quatre heures de la vie d’une femme. Trans. Bournac, O. and Hella, A. Paris: Le Livre de Poche.1

					First edition: 1934

					Themes: passion, gambling, suicide, secrets and confessions

			

			Twenty-Four Hours in the Life of a Woman first appeared in 1934 and was inspired by an epistolary novel by Constance de Salme - Twenty-four Hours in the Life of a Sensitive Woman (1824). Zweig’s novella tells the story of a quiet guest house on the French Riviera which is suddenly disturbed by a respectable young woman’s disappearance. She is one of the hotel’s clients and has run away with a man who is not her husband. This event reminds an elderly lady of a day in her life twenty years previously, which she spent in the company of a thrilling young man who had changed her life forever. She recounts exactly what happened during these fateful twenty-four hours to the narrator. 

			

			
				
					1 All quotations taken from this reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			In a hotel on the Côte d’Azur in the 1900s, an unusual argument breaks out among the guests - a German couple and an Italian couple, a Danish man, an English woman and the narrator. This is because “at that same hotel had been the scene of an outright scandal the day before” (p.17); a young Frenchman described as elegant and friendly, had arrived in the Palace Hotel and immediately charmed all the guests, in particular Madame Henriette who is on holiday with her husband and two little girls. However, he had made a quick exit from the establishment just two days after arriving. 

			The following evening, the narrator is woken up to the news that Madame Henriette has not returned from her walk along the beach. Her husband is devastated and announces that his wife has left him. Word that Madame Henriette has run away with the Frenchman spreads quickly, many assuming that they must have already known each other for a long time. The young man is therefore viewed as having used his devious charms to seduce this otherwise faultless woman, who has suddenly become a figure of intrigue. The narrator tries to defend Madame Henriette, speaking of marital boredom and the fact that it is better to succumb to sudden irresistible passion than it is to have a secret affair, clashing with others’ lofty moral comments. This becomes a heated discussion and the narrator fears that it will descend into an ugly pitched battle. Mrs C, the old English aristocrat respected by all, diffuses the situation and, intrigued, asks the narrator to explain exactly what he thinks of the situation. He responds that he does not judge Madame Henriette, instead feeling compassion towards her for the remorse which she is no doubt experiencing. 

			In the following days, the old lady seeks the narrator’s company as the ties between the little group of regulars grow weaker. Mrs C is usually very cold and emotionless, but is dismayed when she learns that the narrator will soon leave. She therefore writes him a letter asking him for an hour of his time; she wants to tell him about one day in her life twenty years before which has been troubling her ever since. The memory of the day has resurfaced since Madame Henriette’s disappearance. The narrator thanks her for wishing to confide in him and asks her to be as frank and honest as possible. 

			That evening, he comes to her bedroom where she is sitting in darkness. She begins her confessional by telling him that twenty-four completely harmless hours of indiscretion in 67 years of life have stayed with her all these years as “we cannot shake off what we so vaguely call conscience” (p.37). She tells him the whole story.

			Widowed at 40 after a happy 23-year-long marriage, Mrs C had contemplated suicide before heading off on a trip to Monte Carlo to ease her troubled mind. “[A]nd there in the casino began those twentyfour hours that were more thrilling than any game, and disturbed my life for years” (p.40), she explains. She was watching gamblers’ hands in a casino, convinced that they gave an insight into their personality, when she caught sight of a pair of beautiful hands which knotted together in convulsions and fell limply as the different phases of roulette played out. Her eyes strayed to the face attached to these hands where she saw the same expression, at once determined and delicate; she was entranced. “I had never seen such a face in which passion showed so openly, with such shamelessly naked animal feeling” (p.51). The roulette player was eventually exhausted by the tension and left the table, having lost everything. Mrs C watched in horror, sure that he had lost everything he had to his name. Pushed forward by an uncontrollable instinct, she followed the man outside where he had collapsed onto a bench. She took shelter from the shower nearby. The man mistook her for a prostitute and began speaking to her informally. She offered him money and he refused. When they reached the door of the hotel room she had reserved for him, he followed her to her suite. She spent the night with him, aware that she was saving his life: “We were left completely transformed by this fatal turmoil” (p. 76). As she left the sleeping stranger in bed the next morning, she looked at his angelic face with an almost maternal love. He awoke and she quickly left, asking him to meet her later in the casino, feeling full of joy as some direction finally came back into her existence. 

			At midday, the young man came to meet her, moved by and grateful for everything she had done. Mrs C had finally taken off her black mourning attire and the rough sea nearby became calm. She invited the stranger to dine with her and he told her his life story. He was of Polish aristocratic descent and had followed in his uncle’s footsteps, becoming addicted to gambling. This addiction had led him to steal from his aunt and run away. Mrs C did not judge him and told him that she had learned more since the previous night than she had in the previous 40 years of her life. She noticed his hands, shaking and twisting once again and began fearing that he would forever be a slave to his addiction. She took him to a country church and made him swear to never gamble again. As evening approached, she gave him money to repay his debts and the two agreed to meet at 7 o’clock that evening. 

			After attending to some tiresome family obligations, she left the hotel, suddenly determined to follow the young man. However, she was taken by a sudden fever and arrived at the train station just as the train was leaving. Full of rage and despair, she returned to the place they had first met and found him there, gambling once again, possessed by the same obsessive instincts as the night before. He won and in his exaltation failed to notice her presence. She was furious and told him to leave. First of all, he claimed the money he had won and then sat back down and shouted at her, insisting that she leave him alone. Mrs C trembled with humiliation in front of the crowd of shocked onlookers, which included one of her cousins. A few moments later, she found herself once again collapsed on the same bench as the night before. Distraught, she decided to go and visit her son in England, where she felt ashamed at the concern her family showed towards her. 

			Ten years later, she was unmoved on discovering that the young man from Poland had killed himself; time had eased the pain she felt. “I feel relieved now, even happy” (p.124), she tells the narrator. In his eyes however, she seems still troubled by the memory of the events. 

		


		
			Character study

			Mrs C

			Mrs C’s true identity is never revealed. She is an English lady of 67 years of age with white hair. She is part of a great Scottish aristocratic family and reigns over the little guest-house community. She shows herself to be a distinguished aristocrat and is polite and friendly to everyone. Despite the fact that she talks very little, whenever she does speak everyone listens intently. The narrator’s description of her is as follows: “She was a pleasing sight from the purely physical viewpoint, and an air of wonderfully calm composure emanated from her aristocratically reserved nature” (p.26). Who could guess, then, that this sensible old lady had been caught up in a passionate one-night love affair with a stranger twenty years previously? When she meets the narrator, she sees that he understands and defends the power of passion, and so finds herself compelled to tell him her story,and relieve herself of the weight she has been carrying for all these years. 

			The Gambler

			It is the gambler’s hands that Mrs C first finds herself drawn to during her stay in Monte Carlo after being widowed. “They were hands of rare beauty, unusually long, unusually slender, yet taut and muscular” (p.47). The young man’s hands reflect his entire personality: delicate and refined, but capable of succumbing to excess and passion - often in the form of gambling. He is a Polish aristocrat with an angelic appeal (just like the young Frenchman at the beginning of the novella). The reader is never told his name, but it is revealed that he has stolen from his own aunt to finance his gambling addiction. He goes as far as kissing the hem of Mrs C’s dress to show how deeply indebted to her he is for saving his life, but he nonetheless returns to his old habits and commits suicide ten years later. 

			The Narrator 

			The narrator is a young man whose identity is never revealed. It can be deduced that he is engaged in some intellectual pursuits. He has no role in the true plot of the story, but holds an important place in the text as a whole; he is the catalyst for Mrs C’s revelations which constitute the body of Zweig’s novella, and indeed the one who relays them to the reader. The narrator is less of a conformist than the other guests in the hotel and does not seem to feel bound by the conventions of bourgeois morality of the day. 
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