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Stefan Zweig (left) with his first wife Friderike Maria and his brother Alfred, photographed in Bad Gastein in the summer of 1929

























Introduction


Three Lives in Retrospect




The outward impression that one gets of this singular man blurs many a notion that one has formed of the writer Stephan Zweig. A meeting with him is in no sense a disappointment, it is just very different from what one expects. His demeanour is so cautiously reserved and unassuming, that in conversation about ordinary everyday things one forgets about the powerful and vigorous language of his short stories and novels, his poems and plays. One is quite won over by the enchanting simplicity of his appearance and character.1


Egon Michael Salzer in the Neues Wiener Journal August 1934








In July 1940 the journalist H O Gerngross met in New York with one of the most famous European writers of his day, Stefan Zweig. The two men talked about times past and future plans, about brilliant successes and dark forebodings. With the Anschluss of 1938 Zweig’s native Austria had been incorporated into the German Reich; his books were banned in both countries, and as a Jew he could not even think about returning home. At the time of the interview the Second World War had been raging for almost a year, and the Netherlands, Belgium and northern France had just been occupied by the German Wehrmacht.


Despite all the setbacks and defeats, Zweig planned to carry on devoting all his energies to writing and producing new books for his reading public, even if that audience was a great deal smaller now in Germany as a result of the book bans. The journalist Gerngross tells us that he saw “on the little writing table in the hotel room and on the chair next to it, [ … ] sheets of paper, squared sheets of paper from an ordinary tear-off pad. They are covered with that neat, elegant handwriting that we know so well. And the purple ink is still there.” In the preceding decades Zweig had penned thousands of manuscript pages and letters in this, his preferred shade of ink. But now he was preparing a work of a different kind. As Gerngross reveals to his readers:




Stefan Zweig is taking a break from literature and belles-lettres. A biography of Balzac, planned for many years, remains unfinished, not least because the author is now denied access to the archives in Paris. The novella (a form of which Zweig is the master) no longer seems to him the right form of expression for today, because of its preoccupation with the problems of the individual. And yet he is currently writing the most personal book he has ever produced—the story of his life. He has already decided on a title for this autobiography: My Three Lives.2





And in due course Gerngross published his article in the émigré newspaper Aufbau under the title ‘Drei Leben’. Looking back on his life story, Stefan Zweig viewed it in terms of three distinct phases. The first life, which had begun in 1881 with his birth as the son of a weaving-mill owner in Vienna and ended with the First World War, had been lived in the seemingly secure world of the affluent bourgeoisie. His second life had begun, full of hope, in his new elective home of Salzburg, and had brought him an unparalleled rise to eminence as one of Europe’s most widely read and translated authors, before ending with his departure from Austria. His third life, which he spent in exile, had not long begun at the time of the interview: it would turn out to be the shortest of the three.


As he was writing his memoirs Zweig soon realised that he was not really telling the story of his life, but rather painting a panoramic picture of the age. Many of his own experiences are woven into the narrative, but his private life as such is completely glossed over. His two wives and some of his closest friends do not get a single mention in the entire manuscript. So the intended title now seemed less appropriate than originally thought, given that a book entitled My Three Lives would clearly have led readers to expect a much more personal account than the one Zweig had actually written. In the end the work appeared after his death as Die Welt von Gestern—the final (and very appropriate) title chosen by the author.


For any examination of Zweig’s life—including the present study, therefore—his own book of memoirs is clearly of central importance. But for anyone who wants to understand not only the writer and contemporary observer Stefan Zweig, but also the man and his private life, in order to paint a more accurate picture of his “three lives”, there is now a wealth of published material available, starting with the collected edition of his works and diaries, and including various volumes of letters and exchanges of letters from the vast correspondence that Zweig conducted throughout his life. And yet many questions remain unanswered. The much-quoted words “Your writings, after all, are only a third part of who you are” appear in a letter written to him in 1930 by his first wife Friderike. The passage in question reads like a daunting warning to anyone bold enough to research the biography of Stefan Zweig: “Thinking yesterday about your friends, it troubled me to think that nobody—apart from me—really knows you, and that one day the most fatuous and foolish things will be written about you. But then you let very few people get close to you, and when it comes to the real you, you are a closed book—and understandably so. Your writings, after all, are only a third part of who you are, and nobody has managed to extract from them even the bare essentials needed to understand the other two-thirds.”3


It is true that even in his younger years Stefan Zweig rarely spoke openly about himself. Even to people who knew him well he came across as buttoned-up, and in many ways he remained a riddle even to his close friends. But happily Friderike did not keep her knowledge to herself. In addition to a number of historical accounts she also wrote several books of memoirs in the post-war years, which contain important clues and aids to interpreting the life and work of her former husband, and which have played—and continue to play—a key role in biographical research. Her book Stefan Zweig, wie ich ihn erlebte [Stefan Zweig as I Knew Him] was published in German as early as 1947. Five years later, following numerous shorter newspaper articles and interviews, extracts from the correspondence they had conducted between 1912 and 1942 were published in book form. Friderike Zweig was now living in the USA, where she died in 1971, but over the years she visited her former homeland on several occasions, giving lectures in Vienna and other places and reading from her works at well-attended literary events. In 1961 her book Stefan Zweig—Eine Bildbiographie [Stefan Zweig—A Biography in Pictures] appeared, followed three years later by Spiegelungen des Lebens [Reflections of Life], which is more of an autobiographical work, although several important chapters are devoted to Stefan Zweig.


As we now know, Friderike Zweig’s publications are tainted by a blend of more or less adroit manipulation and concealment of facts (and this for more or less understandable reasons). The first thing to say is that she never wrote her accounts with the intention of producing works of scholarship, but instead recounted her memories in the style of fictional narrative, with an eye to the interests of her readers. And for many of the events she described she no longer had much, if indeed anything, in the way of documentary sources, so that she was forced at times to rely on her own memory. Consequently it is easy to understand how errors have crept in when describing events that took place in some cases several decades earlier. More problematic are the instances of deliberate interference with existing texts, where Friderike has arbitrarily removed references to particular individuals or qualified certain statements without any acknowledgement—even though she specifically states, in the foreword to the published edition of the correspondence, that no changes have been made to the original text of the letters. The substitution of the occasional expression, as for example when the derogatory Austrian term “Piefkes” in one of Zweig’s letters becomes “Reich Germans” in the printed version, may well be a useful aid to understanding for many readers;4 but the extent of the manipulation goes far beyond such minor emendations. In particular those passages where Stefan Zweig’s second wife Lotte was mentioned fell victim to Friderike’s censorship. As nearly all the known letters have survived, many problematic passages have now been revised and the original versions used as a basis for the present biography.5


Like the published correspondence, Friderike’s volumes of memoirs also proved quite popular with the reading public, and only a few individuals were in a position to voice informed criticism of their reliability at the time of their publication. One such person was Stefan Zweig’s elder brother Alfred, who had left Vienna in 1938 and settled in New York, where he lived until his death in 1977. The walls of his apartment overlooking Central Park were hung with numerous photographs of family members. Many of these pictures showed his famous brother Stefan, who had committed suicide in 1942 together with his second wife Lotte. Far from his European homeland, Alfred not only had to contend in the post-war years with repeated and thoroughly objectionable questions from every possible quarter about his brother’s Communist activities (since people were constantly confusing Stefan Zweig with Arnold Zweig), but also had to fend off other attacks as a result of Friderike’s activities.


It should be said at this point that relations between Alfred Zweig and his sister-in-law Friderike had never been particularly good, let alone cordial. But by the time she published her memoirs the relationship had become openly hostile. Alfred saw every single book that Friderike wrote as a direct attack on members of his family. Here was this woman, presuming to give a detailed account of her former husband’s childhood and his life in the family home, as if she had been there and seen it all in person—whereas she had not even met Stefan properly until he was thirty. Furthermore she described his father as “sickly” and the mother as “wilful”, in order to cast herself as some kind of redeeming figure in the story of her husband’s life, while at the same time suppressing details of their life together in Salzburg, which had had its fair share of tensions and conflicts.


In many of her observations about Stefan’s family there may well have been a grain of truth, but Alfred steadfastly refused to accept her accounts as they stood. He was not interested in writing a book of his own to set the record straight, and legal action would probably not have achieved anything. But he stated his views on Friderike’s books at every available opportunity, commenting on and correcting her claims wherever he could.


It was not just Friderike’s written pronouncements that so incensed Alfred—her behaviour in general prompted a waspish response from him on many occasions. During the post-war years, for example, Friderike consistently made herself out to be Stefan Zweig’s widow, a claim that was entirely without foundation and wholly false. Their marriage had been legally dissolved in November 1938, and even though Stefan had expressly permitted, and indeed desired, that Friderike should continue to use his surname, she was unquestionably his divorced wife from that time onwards. But even in her certificate of naturalisation for the United States, which was issued on 9th June 1948, her family status is officially listed as “widow”. None of this would really be worth mentioning, had Friderike not used this false declaration to try and suppress and cover up the fact that Stefan Zweig had remarried after their divorce. But since his second wife had died with him in a suicide pact, the role of widow remained vacant, so to speak—until Friderike came along to fill it. For Alfred Zweig this was a morally repugnant piece of behaviour, which could only strengthen him in his determination to set his own truth against Friderike’s version of events.


Of course Alfred had his own interest in protecting his family and himself, so that the pendulum often swings too far the other way in his portrayal of events—which should not be forgotten when relying on his account. In his will he had instructed that all family papers in his possession along with any of his brother’s remaining letters should be destroyed after his death, which is evidently what happened, with one or two exceptions. In preparing the present study, however, the author has had extensive access for the first time to unpublished correspondence of Alfred Zweig’s, which survives in three large bundles of letters running to several hundred pages. These comprise the following:


 —The letters that Alfred Zweig wrote to Stefan’s heirs and his second wife Lotte. Many of them deal with issues relating to the family fortune and the management of the weaving mill once owned by the Zweigs, which had brought them a measure of affluence and of which Alfred had been the director.


—Letters to Richard Friedenthal, who had been a friend of Stefan’s, and later took on the task of managing his literary estate. For a long time Friedenthal was planning to write a substantial biography of Stefan Zweig, for which Alfred supplied a great deal of inside knowledge and material; more especially he furnished a commentary on Friderike’s writings aimed at correcting what he saw as misrepresentation. Despite amassing a great deal of material and doing extensive spadework, Friedenthal never did get round to starting the book.


—The correspondence with Erich Fitzbauer, who had founded the International Stefan Zweig Society in Austria in the late 1950s and dedicated himself to its work. Here too Alfred supplied important information about the history of his own family and the biography of his brother, even donating a number of original private documents to the Society.


The attempt to discover new facets to our picture of Stefan Zweig and his immediate circle was also greatly assisted by the active support of his heirs, who agreed to talk about their personal memories for the purposes of this project, and also granted access for the first time to letters written by Lotte Zweig. Stefan Zweig’s literary estate, including source materials and extensive preliminary studies for his Balzac biography, other manuscripts and notes (in part unpublished) as well as thousands of letters written to him by famous or well-known contemporaries, had already been given by his heirs, in successive stages, to the Reed Library at the State University of New York in Fredonia, so that the present study was also able to draw on this material.


In addition, various original documents in private collections and in other public libraries and archives from London to Jerusalem, from Switzerland to the USA, and from Austria, Germany and Brazil have also proved to be valuable sources. The research for this book turned up many an unexpected find—such as the transcript of a television interview that Zweig gave to the BBC in London in June 1937. Previously the only record of this event was a photograph showing him facing the camera in the studio, but the questions and answers had in fact been transcribed at the time, whereas the broadcast itself—one of the earliest television programmes made—went out live, and was not recorded. The present volume is also illustrated with photographs found in some of the albums from Alfred Zweig’s estate that had escaped destruction. Some of them are published here for the first time, and form a fascinating addition to the other photographs from private and public collections reproduced in these pages.


In many instances the new information gleaned from the wealth of additional source material only affects matters of detail, but sometimes it has helped to fill in some of the larger missing pieces in our picture of Stefan Zweig. Certainly his family, whose individual members played key roles in his ‘three lives’, can now be portrayed in much more detail than has hitherto been possible. Here, then, was an opportunity to paint a personal portrait of Stefan Zweig the man, and of his “three lives”, without losing sight of one of the most successful writers of his time. As Zweig himself once put it, on the threshold of a new literary endeavour: “Let us put it to the test.”6










NOTES


1 Salzer 1934.


2 Gerngross 1940.


3 Friderike to Stefan Zweig, 18th July 1930. In: Briefwechsel Friderike Zweig 2006, p 228.


4 Stefan Zweig to Friderike Zweig, 12th August 1925. In: Briefwechsel Friderike Zweig 1951, p 189 (here incorrectly dated 3rd August 1925). Compare the version reprinted in Briefwechsel Friderike Zweig 2006, p 174 f.


5 A completely revised and annotated edition of a portion of the correspondence between Stefan and Friderike Zweig (Briefwechsel Friderike Zweig 2006) has since been published.


6 10th September 1912, Zweig GW Tagebücher, p 9.
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Stefan Zweig with his nanny Margarete

























A True Brettauer at Heart




If I were to gather together my own childhood experiences, they would have their share of sunshine and clouds; but they would lack that clear, calm radiance that rustling Nature has shed upon you. The lot of a city dweller can be just as tragic, and yet never as great!1


To Hermann Hesse 2nd March 1903 








OF ALL THE PEOPLE in Stefan Zweig’s family and immediate circle during the early decades of his life, the figure of his father emerges as the least sharply defined. Only one letter of his has ever come to light, other documents written in his hand are virtually impossible to find, and even in the stories told by the family he nearly always plays a secondary role. The surviving photographs only serve to confirm the impression of an unremarkable man: in a whole series of portrait photos in the popular carte de visite format, taken at intervals over several decades, Moriz Zweig cuts a consistently unimposing figure. Neither his pose nor his expression changes, despite the long intervals between photographs and the different photographers involved. Only the cut of his beard alters in line with changing fashions—and his face looks a little more tired from one picture to the next.


Moriz Zweig was born on 28th December 1845 in Prossnitz in Moravia. The spelling of his first name varies: in the printed announcement of his engagement and on his gravestone it is spelt “Moritz”, while in the obituary published by the family we find “Moriz”. As he himself wrote “Moriz”—when countersigning his son’s school reports, for example—and the name is also spelt thus in all official documents, this is the form that we shall use here.2 The family history records the Zweigs as resident in his birthplace since the middle of the eighteenth century, but in all probability they had been living there for much longer. His father Hermann, like his ancestors before him, traded in assorted goods—in particular textiles—on a growing scale and over an ever wider area, and in 1850 he took the plunge and moved from the provincial town to Vienna, together with his wife Nanette and the rest of the family. Here Moriz attended the upper secondary school, learnt French (eventually becoming completely fluent in the language) and a little English. Following the Zweig family tradition, he became a trader in textiles when he left school. In 1878, using his share of the family fortune and the first money he had earned for himself, he was able to buy what was then a very modest weaving mill in Ober-Rosenthal bei Reichenberg in northern Bohemia (present-day Liberec). The mill lay in a region that was one of the country’s most important industrial centres, and known, not without reason, as the ‘Manchester of Bohemia’. Moriz Zweig’s investment in the latest mechanical looms from England quickly paid dividends, and the business grew in just a few years from a traditional manufactory to a thriving industrial enterprise. Despite his business commitments, Zweig continued to spend most of his time in Vienna, where in due course a branch outlet was established for the sale of the finished textiles. The mill in Bohemia was run by a company secretary, who enjoyed the complete confidence of his employer and remained with the company for many decades.


Despite his considerable successes, Moriz Zweig was cautious, not to say very cautious, in all his business and private affairs. This circumspection was not just a personal characteristic of his, but a general family trait common to all its male members. The family’s rapid rise, within a few generations, from the ghetto of a provincial town in Moravia to ownership of one of the country’s most successful weaving mills was highly gratifying to all those involved, but success did not breed excess, and the family was never given to vulgar ostentation or display. Moriz Zweig was very proud of the fact that he never had to sign a promissory note, that even in times of financial difficulty he never had to take out a loan, and that his account always remained in credit. It need hardly be said that he banked with the most respected banking houses of his day. Backward-looking though his attitude to money may have seemed in later years, when investing in other companies and speculating on the stock market had become second nature to the modern businessman, it looked like the future in his own day: for whatever opportunities and enticements the business world offered, the absolute first priority was to safeguard the family’s fortune and social status, which was dependent not least on the value and stability of its capital assets. It was important to have something to fall back on. The conditions for leading a “quiet” life in this sense were favourable, as long as one was comfortably off.


As a young man Moriz Zweig witnessed for himself the growth and expansion of modern Vienna. The railway network had long since been extended to connect the capital with the Crown Lands, which had further stimulated economic growth. Extensive residential areas had been built in the industrial centres to house the immigrant workers, and the construction of public and private buildings on Vienna’s Ringstrasse was seen as a further monument in stone to the expansionist boom years of the Gründerzeit. After the initial euphoria this ambitious project was hit by a number of setbacks: the stock market collapse of 1873 briefly shook the business world to its foundations, and a number of entrepreneurs were plunged into ruin by the financial crisis. But the Zweig family appears not to have suffered any significant losses.


Moriz Zweig’s retiring ways were manifested not only in his business dealings, but also in his private life. He never played a prominent role in professional or business associations or on the city’s social circuit. He never accepted any award, and instead of cutting a figure at smart receptions he preferred to stay at home in the evenings and play on his beloved piano. The diary entry made by his son Stefan many years later, in December 1915, shows very clearly where this diffidence finally led him: “Father’s seventieth birthday. A very quiet affair, no emotion, no fuss or finery. One felt how cut-off we are from our world. Perhaps that’s how I will end up too. People can be a disappointment. Sometimes I understand the old man, even though I don’t want to become like him.”3


In August 1878 Moriz Zweig announced his engagement. His future wife, Ida Brettauer, was nine years his junior and “a good match”, as the saying went, who was in line to receive a not insubstantial dowry. Like Moriz, she was not a native of Vienna, but had moved to the city from Italy when she was sixteen. Her father, Samuel Ludwig Brettauer, worked in banking and finance, and had settled with his family in Ancona, on Italy’s Adriatic coast, prior to Ida’s birth on 5th May 1854. Brettauer’s wife Josefine, a Landauer by birth, came from Hürben in the vicinity of Augsburg, while he himself hailed from Hohenems in Vorarlberg. Hence the fact that German was spoken at home among the immediate family while Ida was growing up, even though they were living in Italy. In addition to the languages of their native and adoptive countries, all the members of the family also spoke French. Multilingualism and a cosmopolitan approach to life came naturally to the Brettauers anyway. The wider family, with its lawyers, bankers and merchants, was scattered across many countries in Europe and as far afield as America. In good times it numbered presidents, aristocratic houses and even the Vatican among its clients. The substantial successes that the family chalked up to its account—in the most literal sense—engendered a self-confidence and poise that could easily be interpreted by outsiders as snobbish conceit. In this respect Ida Brettauer ran true to type, and she changed little after her marriage to Moriz Zweig. As his later daughter-in-law Friderike put it, Moriz played the part of a retiring and conciliatory “prince consort” in the marriage—her point being that Ida Zweig was unquestionably cast in the role of queen.


The wedding had taken place in September 1878, and on 13th October of the following year the first child of this unequal couple was born in Vienna. It was a boy. Given the name Alfred, he promptly assumed the role of heir apparent—to stick with the dynastic metaphors—because it was already clearly understood that this boy, health permitting, would one day take over the running of the family business.


A little over two years later, on 28th November 1881, in the family’s apartment at Schottenring 14 in the 1st District, a second child was born. It was another boy, and he would be called Stefan.


A matter of days after he was born there was a major incident in Vienna that sent a shockwave of horror through the city. On 7th December escaping gas from the stage lighting in the Ringtheater caused fire to break out during a performance of Jacques Offenbach’s opera Tales of Hoffmann. The decision to evacuate the building was taken much too late, and the operation was severely hampered by the fact that the doors of the auditorium only opened inwards. As a result of this serious design fault the doors were jammed shut by the jostling crowds, and in the ensuing panic as people tried to escape, appalling scenes of carnage were witnessed. Estimates of the number of dead range between three hundred and five hundred. The Zweigs were particularly affected by these events because their apartment overlooked the theatre, so that the disaster unfolded literally before their eyes. They looked on aghast as the flames took hold and the chaos spread. With that strange mixture of helplessness and fascination that those who observed the disaster must have felt, the parents even fetched Alfred, then just two years old, to watch from the windowsill. He later said that the images of the blazing building were his earliest memories.
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Moriz Zweig
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Ida Zweig








Ida Zweig’s second pregnancy had run its course without any notable problems, but following the birth of the child she was found to be suffering from a severe hormonal imbalance. Not long afterwards she fell ill with sclerosis of the middle ear. This insidious condition, which can be caused by hormonal factors, manifests itself in a chronic inflammation of the tympanic cavity, which causes sclerosis of the mucous membrane and disrupts the delicate mechanism of the ossicles so that they can barely function, if at all. Since the onset of deafness was gradual, the doctors and their patient initially underestimated the seriousness of the disease and its possible repercussions. After some lesser problems, Ida Zweig’s hearing faded rapidly and irretrievably in just a few months; medical science had not yet devised an effective therapy or surgical procedure. The young wife soon needed an ear trumpet to follow conversations, and attending larger social gatherings became a test of her patience and powers of concentration. All thought of going to concerts, operas and theatre performances had to be abandoned. But in due course a pleasurable alternative presented itself—after initial scepticism, she developed a lifelong passion for the cinema, where the silent films of the day could be understood perfectly well even without the musical accompaniment.


Despite her handicap, Ida Zweig retained her essentially cheerful temperament throughout her illness. But as a result of the deafness her more contrary inclinations became more pronounced. Normally fairly placid by nature, she could erupt into terrifying rages if pushed too far. She was always seen as something of a curiosity among her social acquaintance—and not just because of her illness. Added to that, it must have seemed quite odd to some outside observers in those days that she frequently served such exotic dishes as risotto and artichokes at her table—in memory of her native land.


For almost the entire year she kept her more valuable jewellery in a safe (where most of it went missing in 1938), ordinarily wearing just some modest brooches, rings and necklaces. She dressed relatively plainly for everyday wear, but always in a manner that befitted her station, of course. Ida Zweig was not a conspicuously elegant lady, but until 1914 she remained a customer of the city’s foremost dressmakers; and doubtless she was also a familiar visitor to the shop on the ground floor of the building where they subsequently lived in the Rathausstrasse, which traded in furs “En gros et en détail”, as the sign above the entrance proclaimed.


As the wife of a mill owner she had assembled a circle of acquaintances around her who regularly met for tea. But it would be an exaggeration to describe this as a “salon”. The Zweig family home was frequented not by composers, painters, actors and writers, but rather—much as one would expect—by lawyers, industrialists and bankers of their acquaintance, together with their wives. Looking back in later years Alfred Zweig described them as “Jewish bourgeoisie of the first rank throughout”, adding that the family always maintained its distance from Christian social circles, as was the unspoken rule in Vienna.4


The fact that the family was Jewish was neither denied nor particularly emphasised. Stefan’s birth had been registered under the serial number 1968 for the year 1881 by the Jewish religious community, but so far no documents have come to light that would enable us to determine what role, if any, the Zweigs played in the life of the Jewish community. And the testimony of family members gives us hardly anything to go on here. The family no doubt attended the synagogue for the main Jewish feast days and festivals but at home in December neither the Jewish Festival of Lights, Hanukkah, nor the Christian Christmas was celebrated. The latter was entirely normal in other Jewish families who had moved away from their faith. The only concession to the season was a small Christmas tree decorated for the servants—and presents were also given to the domestic staff, to the enormous chagrin of the two Zweig boys.


In material terms the boys wanted for nothing. To the extent that they spent time with the children themselves, the parents took great care to treat them both equally. But for most of the time the two boys were entrusted to the care of a nanny. In fact, in what is probably the earliest photo of Stefan, taken when he was around nine months old, he is seen not with his mother or both parents, but with his Slovakian nanny Margarete. In the years that followed the two brothers had their photograph taken frequently. The velvet suits with the enormous-looking bows knotted around their necks, which they are wearing in one of the photos, were probably their—not very comfortable—everyday wear. Stefan in particular, with his round face, chestnut-brown hair and big, dark eyes was regarded as an adorable child by those who had not witnessed one of his feared temper tantrums. On one occasion, indeed, a member of the Austrian imperial household stopped her carriage in order to speak to the sweet little boy who was walking in the park with his father—a memorable occasion that went down in family history.


In 1886 the Viennese painter Eduard Kräutner was commissioned to paint a portrait of Stefan in his sailor suit with an anchor embroidered on the chest. The oil painting he produced for the parents was almost a photographic likeness of the boy. Only his faint smile had been brought out a little more strongly by the artist, an experienced practitioner of his craft, who produced hundreds of these portraits.


Since Ida Zweig’s hearing difficulties often left her a little disconnected from everyday family life, her mother was more than happy to step in when needed to help with the children’s upbringing. When the family moved in 1895 from the Schottenring to a larger apartment at Rathausstrasse 17, Grandma Brettauer, who had lost her husband in the meantime, lived in the neighbouring apartment on the same floor, so that she was now very close to her two grandsons in every sense. Alfred Zweig remembers her as a “very capable Bavarian Hausfrau of the old school, [who] knew everything there was to know about looking after children, especially when they were ill”.5 Despite her down-to-earth manner, she too exhibited all the inborn snobbery of the Brettauers. Even as a grown man and a world-renowned writer known by the Zweig family name, Stefan would come up against the self-regard of his relations on his mother’s side: “This pride in coming from a ‘good’ family was deeply ingrained in all the Brettauers, and if one of them in later years wished to show me special regard he would remark, condescendingly, ‘You’re a true Brettauer at heart,’ as if to say to me approvingly, ‘You turned out all right.’”6 Still, his unusual profession (and not least, no doubt, its unexpectedly lucrative earnings) had earned him the highest respect even in this branch of the family.


For all the care lavished on the boys by their grandmother, their upbringing was really the responsibility of the governess specifically appointed for the task. In the years before Alfred entered grammar school, the Swiss governess Hermine Knecht was the two boys’ constant companion. Little is known about these years in Stefan’s life, but many of his childhood experiences must have consciously exercised him for many years to come. At all events, for Zweig the writer they later became an almost inexhaustible source of material for new stories. In the collection Erstes Erlebnis—Vier Geschichten aus Kinderland he presented his readers with a series of tales in which anyone who knew about the author’s origins could probably detect autobiographical influences of one sort or another. Even Alfred Zweig thought he recognised many similarities with his own family home.


Admittedly it was not so much the agreeable aspects of childhood that yielded material for psychologically interesting characters. The stories in the collection are prefaced by a poem that in its very first verse conjures up a mood of dark melancholy:









O childhood, how oft I stood behind your bars,


Confined, imprisoned, and in tears,


While outside, on wings of blue and gold,


Soared the great bird Unknown.7








One already senses that attempts to break out of this cosseted and doubtless also boring world promised more excitement, in any case, than the dull daily round, with its formal etiquette and velvet suits.


The boy called Edgar, who appears in this collection as a character in the story Brennendes Geheimnis, has also been seen often enough—and surely with good reason—as Zweig’s “doppelgänger from those early days”,8 a view endorsed by his friend Erwin Rieger in his authorised biography of Zweig. Yet we should beware of seeing overly direct parallels, because it is more the atmosphere and the details, rather than the actual narrative content, which mirror the family’s life during those early years in Vienna. For example, the nightly injunction “Neuf heures! Au lit!”,9 delivered in affected tones by Edgar’s mother at nine o’clock to indicate that it is time to go to bed, was no doubt not unfamiliar to Alfred and Stefan Zweig, given that French was spoken in the family home on a routine basis. If their mother, aunt and grandmother were having a conversation which they did not want the children or servants to understand, they would simply slip into Italian without missing a beat. The same thing happened when they got together with other family members, as Stefan later recalls apropos of a visit to an aunt in Paris.


The summer months brought a special change of scene, as the family went away on holiday. The first half of the holidays was normally spent in Marienbad, where Ida Zweig went every year to take the waters. On these occasions it was not just the small family of four that made the journey, for they would be accompanied by a small entourage consisting of at least one male and one female servant for the parents as well as a governess for the children. Following the death of her husband, grandmother Brettauer quite often travelled with them, bringing along her own domestic servants. In Marienbad the family party normally took rooms in the luxurious Hotel Gütt or in the Fürstenhof, taking easily to the social life of the town, with its daily round of therapeutic treatments and spa concerts.


The young Stefan found the dining arrangements here thoroughly


humiliating. Instead of eating with the adults in the main dining room, as


he was used to doing at home, the children ate in a separate, smaller dining room. There were other children there, together with their governesses—but this exclusion from the world of his parents ran completely counter to his normal view of life.


When they came to the end of their time in Marienbad the family moved on with their retinue to one of the popular holiday resorts of the day, either by the sea or up in the mountains. In the mid-1880s their destination of choice was Selisberg on Lake Lucerne. In later years the Zweigs travelled as far afield as the Belgian coastal resort of Blankenberghe and Innichen in the South Tyrol. A trip on the Rhine in the summer of 1884 must have made such an impression on the young Stefan—who was not even three years old at the time—that when he visited Mainz thirty years later he astounded his hosts by his detailed recollections of the city as it had looked back then, before the original railway station near the River Main had been replaced by a new building in another part of the city.10


With Stefan’s enrolment in the primary school in the Werdertorgasse in 1887 his circle of contacts expanded for the first time beyond his immediate family, for as a child he had had very little to do with children of his own age, apart from his brother and a few cousins. Stefan was a good pupil, but in his early years at school he did not stand out from his classmates as being special or gifted in any way. But at least the good marks he received for ‘General behaviour’ suggest that he did not make a bad impression either. And yet he never took to school the whole time he was there. He was only thankful that he learnt to read at an early age, and thereafter could escape into alternative worlds. We do not know, unfortunately, what books, if any, were read in the family home. The family took a daily newspaper, of course, and there will have been some books in the house. It seems likely at least that a man with artistic interests like Moriz Zweig will have spent some of his leisure hours reading the literary classics. Certainly the two sons kept a small library of books during their childhood and youth, which, in addition to the texts they needed for school, contained all manner of modern works—including Friedrich Gerstäcker’s tales of adventure in far continents, and the works of Charles Sealsfield. The two Zweig boys were also acquainted with Julius Stettenheim’s indestructible war reporter Wippchen, as well as Winnetou, Old Shatterhand and Kara Ben Nemsi from Karl May’s recently published novels. Stefan was particularly taken with a book whose author and title he could not recall in later years, but whose contents remained imprinted on his mind: it was a colourful account of travels in Mexico and the distant countries of South America. 
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We Called It “School” …




To see in them a set of youths who never put down the lyre, so to speak, would not be entirely correct.1


Friderike Zweig








THE SONG ABOUT “HAPPY, blessed childhood” that Stefan Zweig had to learn in one of his early years at school tells a completely different story to the account he later gives of this time in Die Welt von Gestern—school was boring, soulless and dull. Even when approaching the age of sixty he could not recall a single happy memory. So much time had passed, yet he could not even bring himself to see his teachers as figures of fun. Not that they were colourless ciphers—far from it. It was just that the routine of school life, which had followed the same sacrosanct pattern for decades, had so accustomed them to a rigid, authoritarian style of teaching that they simply reeled off the antiquated syllabus and took no account of their pupils as individuals. The teachers had long since accepted this system, and their pupils accepted it sooner or later as well—at least, that’s how Zweig presents it in retrospect. At the height of his distrust of the authoritarian school system he even goes so far as to observe, in an allusion to the work of Sigmund Freud, that it is no coincidence that it was a former grammar-school pupil who chose to study the origins and consequences of inferiority complexes at such length.


After primary school Zweig attended the Maximiliangymnasium, later renamed Wasa-Gymnasium, for the eight years from 1892 to 1900. His accounts do not go into detail about the teaching as such, though we do learn something about the syllabus. In their classes on literature, a subject that was already of special interest to him, they had to listen to well-worn lectures from the teacher with titles like “Schillers Naive und sentimentalische Dichtung” the same lectures he had been giving for decades. The syllabus made no allowance at all, he tells us, for the study of more modern authors such as Baudelaire or Walt Whitman, let alone contemporary writers.


Zweig’s later close friend, the writer Felix Braun, who attended the same school a few years after him and was taught by the same teachers, offers a rather different perspective. He credits German teacher Professor Lichtenheld with having introduced him to classical and modern literature and thus pointing him in the direction of his future career. Of this same teacher Zweig, on the other hand, says in typically over-egged fashion that he was a “decent enough old chap”,2 but he had never even heard of Nietzsche or Strindberg, whose works the boys read in secret behind their desks.


Then again his classmate Ernst Benedikt does his best in his memoirs to put a more cheerful gloss on these years when he tells us he can still hear Stefan’s “soft, giggling laughter at the unintentional and irresistible drollness of our Latin teacher, whose stocky, satyr-like build [ … ] and malapropisms were still a source of merriment to us years after we had left school.”3 The teacher in question, Karl Penka—or Penka Karl, as he called himself—had written a number of academically respected works with titles such as Die alten Völker Nord- und Osteuropas und die Anfänge der europäischen Metallurgie [The Ancient Peoples of Northern and Eastern Europe and the Beginnings of European Metallurgy] and Origines Ariacae. Linguistisch-ethnologische Untersuchungen zur ältesten Geschichte der arischen Völker und Sprachen [Origines Ariacae. Linguistic-Ethnological Studies in the Ancient History of the Aryan Peoples and Languages]. That these dusty topics excited little or no interest among his pupils was, and remains, hardly surprising.


In 1922 Zweig received a warm invitation from the school to its fiftieth anniversary celebrations. But instead of attending the festivities as guest of honour and giving the requested speech, he exacted a belated vengeance by writing a poem for the souvenir publication that left no doubt about his feelings: “We called it ‘school’, and meant ‘learning, fear, strictness, torment, coercion and confinement’,”4 we read in the opening lines. The following verses concede that when we leave school we still find “nets laid thick about our will”, but the overall tenor of the poem is that school, and the constraints of school, are a poor preparation for life.


At the age of thirteen Zweig gave up learning the piano, having realised by now, despite intensive practice, that he would never attain the perfection of his father, who could play even the most difficult pieces by ear, without a score. To spare himself further disappointment, and because he preferred to spend his time reading literature anyway, he managed to persuade his parents to stop his piano lessons. We do not know if he ever played a musical instrument again. A number of years were to pass before he took a serious interest in music again, although he went to the occasional concert. His father, on the other hand, was and remained a passionate music-lover; he had once attended a performance of Richard Wagner’s Lohengrin conducted by the composer himself, and was still talking about it decades later. When his wife could no longer accompany him because of her hearing problems, Moriz Zweig was frequently seen heading off to the opera or theatre with his two sons in tow.


When it came to ice skating, dancing and riding a bicycle (which he never learnt to do all his life) Stefan showed as little aptitude as he did for all athletic pursuits—and even less interest. No evidence has been found to support the claim that he worked as a swimming instructor during his time at school and university at the Jewish sports club Hakoah Wien.5 Since he did not feel particularly drawn either to Jewish associations or to sports clubs, and since he certainly had no need of the income, the claim can safely be dismissed as a rumour. Let us hope so at least, given that he did not even learn to swim until long after his student days were over …


He had started to collect stamps during his early years at school. At the age of twelve he switched with the same enthusiasm to collecting autographs, which promised to be a lot more exciting. Wherever and whenever they could, Zweig and his classmates stalked their victims at the stage doors of the city’s theatres and opera houses. Vienna was well blessed in those days with theatrical venues, and actors and singers were universally revered as gods—which made the boys’ forays a great deal easier. Gripped by a genuine mania for all things theatrical, even the grown-ups were keen to sniff out every last detail of their favourite performer’s professional and private lives. This was taken to ludicrous extremes, as Zweig later describes in Die Welt von Gestern:




To have seen Gustav Mahler in the street was an event that one proudly reported to one’s schoolmates the next day as if it were some kind of personal triumph, and when as a boy I was once introduced to Johannes Brahms, and he patted me affably on the shoulder, I went around for several days with my head in a spin as a result of this momentous occurrence. At the age of twelve I had only a very vague idea of what Brahms had accomplished, but the mere fact of his fame, and the aura of creative genius, had a shattering effect on me. A new play by Gerhart Hauptmann in the Burgtheater got our whole class worked up for weeks before the rehearsals began; we would sneak up on actors and extras in the hope of being the first to discover the plot and the cast—before anyone else! We even had our hair cut at the Burgtheater barber’s shop—such were the ridiculous lengths to which we went—simply in the hope of picking up some tittle-tattle about Wolter or Sonnenthal; and a boy from one of the junior classes was once specially cultivated by us older boys and bribed with all kinds of little favours simply because he was the nephew of a lighting superintendant at the opera house, and he sometimes smuggled us secretly onto the stage during rehearsals—where the thrill we felt, setting foot on that stage, was more than Dante felt upon entering the heavenly spheres of Paradise.6





Pursuing actors and singers was one way of adding to his autograph collection; the other was to write to famous authors and ask them for an inscription or an album piece. Zweig must have fired off many such requests in all directions, and eagerly awaited the arrival of each day’s post. But to his disappointment he received virtually no answers to his letters. In desperation he had the idea of calling himself “Stefanie Zweig”, thinking that a woman would be more likely to receive a reply; but this proved to be a fallacy, as the continuing lack of post demonstrated. When eventually he had a reply from Julius Stettenheim, he received not only the handwritten poem he had hoped for, but also the solution to his problem, wrapped up in verse:






As cheap as popularity comes


It’s not as cheap as some might think.


One’s asked to write a line or two


But in the letter so silver-tongued


You’ll search in vain for the postage stamp


Which costs a tidy sum each year.7








The poem excited a good deal of merriment in the family, and Alfred Zweig could still recite it by heart at the age of eighty. But, as he went on to say, the number of replies really did increase once Stefan began to follow Stettenheim’s advice and enclose return postage with his letters to authors—placing considerable strain on his pocket money as a result.


This interest in writing, and in the writers themselves, began to take up more and more of Zweig’s leisure time. As well as new volumes of poetry he buried himself in a comprehensive illustrated history of literature, which he virtually learnt off by heart. He not only read the texts, but also pored intently over the reproduced samples of the authors’ handwriting. He was able to make comparisons with the autographs and writing samples he had already collected, and he tried his hand at copying the signatures. For a while he contemplated writing a work of his own on the history of literature, but then concluded that an academic approach, and a historical-biographical format, were not really where his interests lay.


Poetry appealed to him much more, particularly when he started to make his own discoveries in this field. As well as some older volumes of poetry he had also got hold of the recently published works of Rainer Maria Rilke—and had also read some works by a certain “Loris”, which had made a profound impression on him. Concealed behind the pseudonym was none other than Hugo von Hofmannsthal, then considered something of a phenomenon in literary circles. Initially it was commonly supposed that the author of such perfectly formed works must be an older man, who—for whatever reason—had decided to adopt a nom de plume. Hermann Bahr later told Zweig about his first encounter with Hofmannsthal, and what a surprise it had been. Having read a text sent to him by the aforementioned Loris, Bahr had immediately written to the unknown author requesting a meeting. Great, then, was his astonishment when, at the appointed hour and place, the Café Griensteidl in Vienna, a grammar-school boy in short trousers appeared before him and introduced himself. The word “wunderkind” sprang inevitably to mind.


Zweig’s own admiration and respect for the genius of Hofmannsthal, who was just seven years his senior, amounted to an almost unbounded reverence. So it was somewhat galling that Hofmannsthal, with whom he was in contact in later years by letter and in person, showed not the slightest interest in Zweig’s own writing and did not rate him much as a person either.


As a young author Zweig had readily taken to letter-writing as a means of communication. He kept up a steady stream of correspondence, not just to request autographs from writers, but also to obtain all kinds of information about the literature of the day. And many of his letters were concerned with the publication of his own works. Initially he signed his letters “Stephan” Zweig, but around 1900 he decided to use the form “Stefan”, as it appeared on his birth certificate; and in later years he would react angrily when even his publishers sometimes used the “ph” spelling.


Before long he was writing up to three letters a day, and had to ask his correspondents to be patient if he was unable to acknowledge their contributions immediately. But in point of fact anyone who responded to his requests could be certain of hearing back from him promptly. After the author and archaeologist Georg Ebers had responded to the fifteen-year-old’s question about his then very popular historical novels, he received a poem of several verses singing his praises by way of thanks, to which the young Zweig appended the following self-deprecating remark: “By sending me such a friendly reply you have acted very impractically, because—as you see—here I am, back again with more questions!”8


A favourite correspondent during these early years was Karl Emil Franzos, the Berlin-based founder and editor of the twice-monthly journal Deutsche Dichtung. Zweig regularly offered him poems, essays and other short pieces, taking the liberty of adding (as indeed he could afford to) that payment for any submissions that might be accepted was entirely irrelevant. Not every idea was destined to succeed. Among his many offerings was a rather more substantial novella entitled Peter der Dichter. It told the story of a young working-class poet who achieves great success with his work, and is even lionised as the fashionable poet of his day, but who in the end cannot adapt to his new role in unfamiliar social circles and finally returns to his working-class roots. But the work seems never to have made it into print, and the manuscript has been lost. It probably shared the same fate as a historical drama about the Swedish king Gustavus Adolfus, which Zweig had written at the age of seventeen with much labour and intensive study of source material, only to throw it on the fire after several self-critical rereadings.


Another piece offered to Franzos was a story described by Zweig himself as a “Jewish novella”, which, as he had discovered, was virtually impossible to place in the daily press. He had found that most newspapers avoided the genre for political reasons, and he did not want to give the work to a Jewish journal because, as he said to Franzos, it contained “absolutely no national calling or message”.9 For his part he wanted the story—entitled Im Schnee—to be seen as a work of art and nothing more. But Franzos would not take it on either, and a few days later he sent the manuscript back to Zweig, who appeared unfazed:




I was not at all surprised when you returned my MS. As soon as I had posted it I had a strong sense of all its many faults and weaknesses. I know very well that this novella is like most of my things, hasty and dashed-off, but—and I don’t know what to call this quirk of mine—I find I cannot change a thing once I have written the last word, and normally I don’t even bother to check the spelling and punctuation. It’s just my careless and headstrong way of working, of course, but I am fully aware that it will prevent me ever producing anything of any substance. I haven’t mastered the art of being conscientious and painstaking. [ … ] I know what it’s like, in a minor way, to write with gritted teeth, and I’ve burned hundreds of my own manuscripts; but I’ve never changed or revised a single line. It’s unfortunate, but it cannot easily be changed, because it’s not just some superficial quirk, but something that may be deeply rooted in my character. And so it’s lucky for me that writing is not going to be my vocation, and that I haven’t given a moment’s thought to becoming famous or even well-known.10





The last sentence sounds coyly disingenuous to anyone who knows how serious and tireless was Zweig’s commitment to literature. There can be no doubt that he was driven in part by dreams of fame. But even Alfred Zweig reports that at the time his brother was not at all sure what profession he would be taking up. Writing was still just a hobby for him.


But from his remarks on the subject of manuscript corrections it is clear that literature, and in particular his own writing, was becoming the focus of Stefan Zweig’s future plans. Although he had said, in the letter quoted above, that he was incapable of revising his own texts, he was also coming to realise that even the greatest poets do not necessarily produce perfection with their first drafts. Indeed, he now developed an enormous fascination for tracing the evolution of a work through successive drafts. That fascination was fed by the first more substantial manuscripts he had added to his autograph collection. Straightforward signatures soon ceased to be of interest, and he was much more excited by a manuscript page peppered with the author’s own emendations than by letters or the finished draft of some poem or other text. Franzos himself was not just a writer but a fellow collector of autographs, and in another letter to him Zweig first formulates his own priorities as a collector: “Mindful of your great renown as a collector of autographs, which will soon rival your illustrious renown as a writer, I take the liberty of sending you a number of quite interesting letters, which are of little value to me as a collector of manuscripts and original poems. I am very happy to let you have them.” The material he was offering to swap was impressive enough. Zweig lists the items in a postscript to the letter: “4-page letter from Wieland to Gleim (very interesting), Goethe discussing the correct pronunciation of the name Hafiz (only “Yours faithfully, Goethe” in his own hand), Anzengruber, a signed handwritten note from Beethoven, with very strong language, etc—if any of these are of interest, I will be very happy to let you have them.”11


Regarding his own works, he notes elsewhere that he has already written under five or six different pseudonyms. The texts in question were written in very different styles, he tells us, and for these reasons his name had hitherto remained largely unknown. But the choice of a pen name was also dictated by practical, not to say necessary reasons, which had little to do with the opportunity to try out all manner of genres and styles incognito. It was strictly forbidden for grammar-school pupils to publish their own work in newspapers or any other printed medium. However, none of these alleged pen names—leaving aside the aforementioned autograph hunter “Stefanie Zweig”—has ever come to light. And “Stefanie” is unlikely to have published anything under a name that hardly qualifies as a pseudonym anyway. Nor has any anonymous contribution from that time yet been attributed with certainty to Stefan Zweig.


His enthusiastic embracing of the writer’s life came at a price. During the school day little importance was attached to free time or breaks, and with the reading and writing he did after lessons were over he was now stretched to the limit. Every free moment was spent in studying new books and journals, and Stefan suffered constantly from lack of sleep. He had acquired the habit of reading every night until one or two o’clock, but then had to get up at seven the next morning. There was only time for a quick wash before he hurried off to school, eating a slice of buttered bread on the way. A strange sight must have greeted the teachers on entering the classroom, given that the boys “looked gaunt and green, like unripe fruit”.12


For all the seriousness with which he liked to invest himself, both at the time and when looking back at this period in later years, Zweig was not detached from the everyday world. He continued to exchange letters full of nonsense with his classmates, and together with Alfred he wrote a piece for a family celebration under the title Der Pantoffel [The Slipper], which he described as a “Once-a-Century Journal for the Diversion of the Married Couple Isidor and Irene Elias on their Honeymoon”. “To see in them a set of youths who never put down the lyre, so to speak, would not be entirely correct …”,13 as Friderike Zweig later observed—entirely correctly—of Stefan and his school friends. On the other hand, in a group he was very quiet, and could almost come across as shy—if he wasn’t fired up with enthusiasm for something. Self-control, or at least the appearance of self-control, seems to have been important to him: “Stefan was boisterous like the others, but more discreet, more cautious, never giving offence”,14 recalls Ernst Benedikt.


In his last two years at the grammar school Zweig needed intensive private tuition in mathematics and physics. As luck would have it, both subjects, in which he showed little interest anyway, were taught by a master suffering from a serious gastric-bilious complaint, who took out his resulting ill humour on his pupils. Surprisingly, Zweig’s interest in modern languages during his early grammar-school years was likewise confined to the bare minimum. For the present, German-speaking writers and their works were the focus of his (largely extracurricular) attention. He did at least bring with him sufficient knowledge of French from home to be able to do well in the subject at school.


As he prepared to sit his school-leaving examinations in the spring of 1900 the whole family was worried about the outcome—with some justification. But to everyone’s amazement Stefan came home with a leaving certificate that was one of the best in his year. What had saved him, apart from his intensive study of mathematical formulae and problems in physics, was his German essay paper. Not only had he written the longest essay handed in since the school’s foundation nearly thirty years earlier, but it was singled out for special praise by the provincial schools superintendant who chaired the examination board.


In an early version of his autobiography Chronik eines Lebens [Chronicle of a Life] published in the 1950s, Siegfried Trebitsch had mentioned that Zweig’s parents had purchased their son’s release from military service as soon as he was born, but that a serious difference of opinion arose when he left school because Stefan did not want to enter the family business. According to this account, tempers flared to the point where Stefan and his father came to blows, and his father suffered a broken finger. In later editions of the text this passage has been removed; Trebitsch had sent the book to Alfred Zweig with a friendly dedication, only to have Alfred round on him and threaten legal action to prevent the dissemination of these allegations. Although Trebitsch then admitted that he had got it wrong in this passage from the book, and that the pugnacious factory owner’s son was not Stefan Zweig but another of his classmates, the allegations contained in the first version of the text persisted as a rumour.


In fact it would not have been necessary to purchase his release from the military. Stefan Zweig volunteered for military service when he left school, but was rejected on several occasions because he was “rather sickly”.15 As far as his future career choice was concerned, his parents had certainly planned for him to go to university. Doubtless they were thinking more in terms of medicine or law, but the main thing was that the boy would one day obtain his doctorate, which would reflect well on the whole family. Alfred Zweig, on the other hand, had seriously flirted for a while with the idea of a medical career, but there was never really any doubt that he would take over the factory from his father, especially since, in view of his future career path, he had been sent to a Realgymnasium, a different kind of grammar school that eschewed the study of the classics in favour of more modern and practical subjects. In the end family counsels and his sense of duty prevailed, helped no doubt by the realisation that his younger brother would have been completely out of place as a company director, given his abilities and interests. Apart from the fact that he had been groomed from childhood for his future role, Alfred was a much more pragmatic, cooler and less emotional man than Stefan, and therefore clearly far better suited to the job.


At the time of his marriage and the birth of his two sons at the beginning of the 1880s, Moriz Zweig was just starting out as an industrialist, but by now, twenty years later, he had amassed a considerable fortune through his business. Not only was the family reputed to be wealthy—it actually was wealthy. And no less important was the fact that it was recognised as such by its social equals. No doubt this made it easier to decide to let Stefan study philosophy and the history of literature.


Dared they hope that their writer son would achieve great things? Excessive optimism was something else that ran counter to the Zweig family tradition …
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Stefan Zweig circa 1904
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Golden Pages




I loved writers from their books: distance and death lent them an aura of beauty. I knew a few contemporary writers: they disappointed by their proximity and their frequently repellent way of life …1


Erinnerungen an Émile Verhaeren 1917 








THE DAY AFTER he took his final school exams on 12th July 1900, Zweig wanted to put school behind him as quickly as possible. He had enrolled at the University of Vienna for the coming semester, to study philosophy and the history of literature. Such was his desire to get away that he planned to use the money his parents had given him after passing his final exams to go travelling (although at home he only talked vaguely about “a trip into the country”). In fact he hoped to travel as far as Berlin, or even France, but neither plan would come to pass that year. Instead the dutiful son accompanied his parents to Marienbad, as he did every summer, and then travelled on with them to the spa resort of Bad Ischl in the Austrian Salzkammergut.


The destination mattered less than getting away. With every kilometre that he put between himself and Vienna, his schooldays just ended became a lost world, a “world of yesterday”. It was not just the grammar school that Zweig left behind, but also his classmates. In later years he had lost touch with nearly all of them. This was partly because most of them had to concern themselves in future with matters other than literature and the fine arts, even if they had been busily writing poems themselves just a short while ago and dreaming of careers far removed from banking or the law. But also because Zweig, in his latter years at school, struck many of his classmates as more mature than they felt themselves to be. This set him clearly apart from them, though very possibly he didn’t want to be different, and wasn’t really aware of being different—conspicuous vanity or priggishness were not among his failings. But the seriousness and persistence with which he applied himself to his literary endeavours clearly left a deep impression. As Ernst Benedikt recalls: people didn’t think they had anything more to give him because he appeared so mature and self-sufficient in his last years at school.


 If the summer vacation with his parents failed to bring Stefan the feeling of release he longed for, the second stage of his “escape” from school and his former life proved more successful. Back in Vienna, he was granted a heartfelt wish and finally allowed to move into his own room. It was not a proper apartment as such, but it was a small student room, and it was furnished. Large and well-appointed as the parental apartment was, he had hitherto only had one room of his own—which he also had to share with his brother. At least during his last two years at school he had had the room to himself for most of the time, since Alfred was away from Vienna on technical courses and work experience, only returning home in the holidays.


Over the following semesters Zweig changed his rooms several times. A glance at a map of the city shows that all the rooms lay within a very short distance of the University, which means that none of them was far from his parents’ apartment. Here he collected his mail and stayed to dinner on a fairly regular basis.


But this new-won freedom did not alter the fact that Zweig continued to be pained by the way he and his contemporaries were treated by adults. He notes with irritation, for example, that even on the eve of their majority, which in those days was reached at the age of twenty-four, he and his schoolmates and fellow students were far too often fobbed off by parents, teachers and most of their so-called “elders and betters” with a dismissive “You’re not old enough to understand that”. Seemingly trivial things such as the separate hotel dining rooms for children and adults referred to earlier, which from an early age he had regarded as an insufferable affront to his person, had made him acutely sensitive to humiliations of this sort. “Adults never tired of telling young people that they were not ‘mature’ enough yet, that they did not understand anything, and that their place was to listen and learn—but never to speak, let alone argue.”2


Zweig now found himself in a strangely contradictory position. On the one hand the adult world seemed to close ranks against him the older he got, while on the other the same schoolboy and undergraduate was treading in the footsteps of the great writers, as his first publications in respected journals were soon to demonstrate. Happily these same publications would lead to Stefan Zweig’s breakthrough as a writer. Not yet in the wider public domain, but in another important arena—the parental home.


If we are to believe Zweig’s own account, he must have been a virtually unknown figure at university. In his memoirs he draws a deliberate contrast between his student years and his time at school. He still had a timetable, but there was no compulsory attendance. So it was a matter of making the most effective use of the time he could free up from his schedule to pursue his own reading and work on his own writings. However, Zweig was not such an absentee student as he later liked to make out. Various comments from his student years indicate that he was engaging seriously with the syllabus.


It is not surprising, however, that he was unwilling to sacrifice his own work to his studies. Now that he no longer had to hide behind pseudonyms, Zweig could at last get to work on a plan that he had been mulling over for some time. Every piece published in well-regarded newspapers and journals was cause for gratification: how much more momentous it would be to see his own poems published in book form! In March 1900, even before he sat his school-leaving exams, he had written to Franzos to sound him out about the possibility of issuing such a book of poems under his own imprint. He wrote to other publishing houses as well, of course, asked around, compared and assessed their output. A not unimportant consideration for him was to have his first work published, if at all possible, by a company that already had some important writers in its catalogue. He also attached great importance to the outward appearance of the book, an aspect for which he had by now developed a certain eye. As well as a modern jacket design he wanted to see graphic embellishments on the individual pages. And an uncluttered layout was very important to him—putting more than one poem on a page seemed to him completely inconceivable. In the end he found what he was looking for in the Berlin publishers Schuster & Loeffler. They were willing to take on a volume of poetry and to produce it in line with his ideas.


As well as beautifully designed books, this company also published the journal Die Insel, to which some authors of the older generation contributed, but also young poets like Hugo von Hofmannsthal and Rainer Maria Rilke. It was an added bonus to think that if one were published under this imprint one might hope to be ranked alongside rising talents such as these. And so in the spring of 1901 Stefan Zweig’s first published book appeared under the title Silberne Saiten [Silver Strings], taken from a line in his poem Nocturno. The jacket design and graphics were the work of Hugo Steiner. All we know about the preparation of the manuscript for printing is that Zweig went through a process of ruthless selection, trying to sift out from the hundreds of poems he had written those that seemed the most successful in themselves, and that also fitted in best with the overall tone of the work. Much silvery moonlight shone through these verses, the scent of flowering blossoms was overpowering, and longing was an ever-present theme. Two decades later Zweig looked back on what he had written then with a sternly critical eye, but he also saw it as an important stylistic exercise:




I wrote poems throughout those empty years at school—or so they seemed to me—long before I had experienced anything, composing verses full of passion to women before I knew what it was to be erotically aroused; and as I wrote a lot of poetry back then the result was an early familiarity with different forms, a remarkably polished ease of versified expression, and a facility of production that I lost a long time ago, as I learnt to recognise the things of true value.3





One can imagine the feverish excitement with which Zweig looked forward to the day when he held the finished book in his hands. When that day came, the anticipation immediately started to build towards the next climax—how would the book be received by the critics? In that golden age of lyric poetry it would have been easy, as a newly published poet, to get lost in the crowd. But the book was reviewed in all the leading newspapers. Zweig carefully glued all the reviews of his first work—over forty of them—onto cardboard, writing the source reference and date on each card and filing them in a card index. There was almost unanimous agreement among the critics—this was the work of a talented young man. It is interesting to note that nearly all of them saw the delicate sensitivity of the poetry as a direct reflection of the author’s own character. One reviewer cited the passage “A lad who wandered weary through the day, his eyes wide and filled with dreamy longing …” and claimed that this was “nothing more or less than a self-portrait”.4 Leonard Adelt wrote in Die Zeit: “The raw passion that sweeps human life along, so brutal and yet so splendid, rages not in the poetry of Stephan Zweig. Zweig is too delicate a nature, his soul so delicately strung that the most hushed tones of feeling reverberate within it.”5 Richard M Werner summed it up thus: “There is melody in them, and therein lies their principal merit. For they lack that weighty additional ballast that only comes with the years, namely experience of a deeper kind. The poet makes no attempt to feign such experience, he does not pretend to be older than his years.”6 And Werner too shared the general view that the future works of this author would certainly be awaited with interest.


Some minor linguistic infelicities were noted in passing. Adelt thought that assonances such as sinken/singt in the lines “die Nebel sinken—es singt der Sturm” were probably better avoided. Tielo’s observation that the author “now and then” piles on the attributes and adjectives, citing the phrase “glühende, brennende Küsse” [“fiery, burning kisses”] by way of example, was not taken to heart by Zweig—for decades to come nearly every one of his publications elicited the exact same criticism. Even friends pointed out—to no effect—that he was often too free with rhetorical repetitions and emphases in his writings.


The reviewer Rudolph Strauss, finally, penned a sentence that will have done Zweig a great deal of good within the family circle: “Mr Zweig has dedicated his book in part to his parents, in part to the poet Adolph Donath. The recipients of this dedication have no reason to be ashamed.”7 And nor were they. The proud mother Ida Zweig started a collection of newspaper cuttings with her son’s poems, essays, critical pieces and book reviews, which she conscientiously updated over the coming years.


If more work was needed to persuade people of his talent, Zweig was the man to do it. The pieces he wrote for various newspapers had gradually led him to the Neue Freie Presse in Vienna. His first meeting with the editor, Theodor Herzl, made a profound impression on him. As soon as he saw him he understood that this fierce advocate for the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine had not been nicknamed the ‘King of Zion’ just to make fun of him: there really was a kind of majesty about the man, with his chiselled features and flowing beard. Highly regarded as an editor and author, Herzl agreed at once to print Zweig’s pieces. Zweig’s own parents read and respected the Neue Freie Presse at home, even if they could not go along with Herzl’s vision of Zionism. Not in their wildest dreams would it have occurred to Moriz Zweig and most of his fellow factory owners, who had built up their position in the city over many decades, to abandon their former lives and emigrate to a state that did not yet exist in the desert of Palestine. But none of this detracted in any way from Herzl’s standing as a publicist, and when Stefan Zweig’s novella Die Wanderung was printed in the Neue Freie Presse at the beginning of 1902, his father took every opportunity to tell his colleagues, friends and acquaintances about his son’s notable achievement.


Zweig and Herzl were on good, not to say sometimes warm, terms during their brief collaboration—Herzl died in 1904—as we can sense from the following lines, sent by Herzl in November 1903: “My dear Zweig, how young you are! I am returning your letter to you so that you can enjoy reading it again in twenty years’ time. In particular, the antechamber of the beautiful woman will give you much pleasure then.”8 Unfortunately the letter from Zweig referred to here, which would presumably have thrown some light on the “antechamber of the beautiful woman”, has been lost.


Zweig might have been more than satisfied with these successes, yet his own texts, and in particular the poems, soon ceased to meet the standards he expected of himself. Within a short time of the book’s publication he was already finding it difficult to understand how he could have inflicted these artificial-sounding verses on the public at all. This critique of his own work—it almost amounted to an aversion—was not fully formulated until many years later, when he pointed out on a number of occasions that he had always refused, with good reason, to authorise reprints of his early publications. And so, despite its favourable critical reception, Silberne Saiten never made it past the first edition—which is why the book is a valuable collector’s item today.


During this period Zweig’s closest friend and colleague was Camill Hoffmann. The two met up whenever time permitted. They visited the city’s Museum of Art History quite often and studied painting and sculpture. But on Sundays, at Hoffmann’s suggestion, they would read aloud to each other from works of French literature—in the original French, of course. Together they translated some of Charles Baudelaire’s works, which were published in 1902 by Hermann Seemann Nachfolger in Leipzig under the title Gedichte in Vers und Prosa, with an introduction by Zweig.


Such adaptations and translations were like a kind of therapy that Zweig had prescribed for himself after his disappointment at his own poetic writings. Richard Dehmel had advised him to engage in this way with the works of foreign authors, to study structure, vocabulary and style, and at the same time to train his own feeling for language. A planned volume of his own novellas and a second book of poems would therefore have to wait, even though, given the rate at which he had been working, Zweig had already accumulated a fair amount of material. In March of that year he had completed the novella Die Liebe der Erika Ewald, but the manuscript lay untouched for another two years until it became the title story of a collection published in 1904.


A semester in Berlin, which he had arranged right at the start of his university course, promised further distraction and a change of direction. Zweig hoped that a few months spent living life to the full far away from Vienna would help him to see a little more clearly where his future lay. As from 1st April 1902 his new address would be Berlin SW 46, Bernburger Strasse 20, not far from Potsdamer Platz.


Once installed here he set about compiling a volume of Paul Verlaine’s poems in German translation, which Schuster & Loeffler had again agreed to publish. This time Zweig saw himself more in the role of editor than contributor. In selecting the translations he sought to give an insight both into the work of Verlaine and into that of the translators, whom he had chosen in consultation with the publishers. Among the contributors were Richard Dehmel, Franz Evers, Richard Schaukal, Johannes Schlaf and Cäsar Flaischlen. But certain compromises had to be made. Schaukal, for instance, was a “literary con artist”,9 as Zweig wrote to Adelt. But as a very active figure on the literary scene at the time it would have been difficult to exclude him from the project. The dislike was mutual, and Schaukal had already announced that Zweig could depend on receiving a comprehensive slating for his Baudelaire translations in an upcoming issue of the periodical Die Gesellschaft. It is not difficult to guess who the author of this review would be. And this was just the opening round in what was to become an increasingly vicious feud.


Little is known about the time he spent at the University during these months in Berlin. Zweig was more interested in meeting new people outside the academic world. As he himself wrote, what he was looking for was not to mix with “good” society, to which he had belonged from birth in Vienna, and would seemingly always belong, but with “bad” society, or at least what commonly passed for such. In a café on Nollendorfplatz he met up with members of a group of artists known as Die Kommenden [The Coming Men], one of whose leading lights was the then unknown Rudolf Steiner. A motley collection of bohemians of all artistic persuasions and from all points of the compass gathered around the ageing writer Peter Hille to recite their works to each other, engage in debate or give themselves up to other pleasures. This seething mass was quite unlike anything that Zweig had experienced in Vienna. And the social world inhabited by this group, into which he willingly allowed himself to be inducted, offered no shortage of astonishing sights: “I sat at the same table with alcoholics and homosexuals and morphine addicts, I shook the hand—with great pride—of a fairly well-known and convicted fraudster (who later published his memoirs, which is how he ended up consorting with us writers). The kind of characters that I had found hard to believe in the novels of the realists were all crowded in together in the little pubs and cafés to which I was taken, and the worse a person’s reputation was, the more keen I was to meet its owner in person.”10 It was not for nothing that contemporary literary journals carried advertisements not just for things like ink and writing instruments, but also for sparkling wines of widely varying quality and withdrawal treatments for all manner of addictive substances.


Despite this social whirl it is open to question how far Zweig really made use of his freedom, and whether he would even have known how to enjoy it for what it was. Mixing with such society far from home certainly did not mean that he immersed himself fully in it or truly belonged to it. Even fleeting temptations of an unfamiliar kind were counteracted by that need for security which had been a family trait for so long, and on which the family’s fortunes had been built. It was not that easy to shake off his ancestry, especially as he did not feel intolerably burdened by it. Or so we gather from a letter that he wrote to Hermann Hesse nine months after he returned from Berlin:




I think that basically we—“we” meaning those of us who feel an affinity with each other—all live in much the same way. I too have wasted my substance in high living, but the ultimate excess has eluded me: inebriation. There’s a part of me that always stays sober—something that Georg Busse-Palma, the greatest pub crawler of our day, could never forgive me.11





It was a good deal easier, on the other hand, to pursue pleasures of a more sedate kind—including the selection of a signet for his own writing paper. Zweig had asked the artist and graphic designer Hugo Höppener—professional name ‘Fidus’—to design something for him. Höppener worked for periodicals such as Pan, Jugend and the Social-Democratic organ Vorwärts. He was also a devotee of the contemporary cult of naturism, and the signet he produced was entirely typical of the artist’s style: a line drawing of a naked boy with long hair and a stick in his hand, energetically bowling a hoop along before him. Underneath, in the space between the letter-writer’s first name and surname in capital letters, a stylised branch (the German word for branch being Zweig) bearing laurel leaves sprouts and divides to left and right.


The most important new friend Zweig made during his brief sojourn in Berlin was Höppener’s colleague Ephraim Moses Lilien, who was one of the leading exponents of German Art Nouveau or Jugendstil. All his work was profoundly influenced by this contemporary artistic movement. Many of his themes and motifs were derived from religion. In him Zweig encountered a second champion of Zionism after Herzl, and one whose origins were again very different from his own. Lilien came from Drohobycz in Galicia, and was the son of a master woodturner. Zweig saw in him a typical representative of East European Jewry, and the first of his kind that he had known personally. In 1902 Lilien had joined forces with Martin Buber, Chaim Weizmann, Berthold Feiwel and Davis Trietsch to found the Jüdischer Verlag, dedicated to the promotion of Jewish culture in the German language. A survey of his own work appeared a year later under the title E M Lilien, sein Werk, albeit published by Schuster & Loeffler. Zweig contributed an extensive foreword to this volume, in which he sought to show how the distinctive features of his friend’s graphic art could be linked to his origins. How well he really understood Lilien and his religious views is not very clear from his rather broad-brush account, which earned him “the not very welcome title of Zionist, and otherwise a paltry fifty marks”.12 Nor do we get a more nuanced picture from the corresponding chapter in Die Welt von Gestern.


One deficiency in their friendship was that Lilien turned out to be a very lazy correspondent, who could not remotely keep up with Zweig’s massive output of letters. All Zweig’s gentle reminders, to the effect that he might want to reply to the letters he received, were of no avail. But when the two of them met up in Berlin or Vienna they always had so much to tell each other that this was quickly forgotten. And with Lilien Zweig could explore subjects that few other people in his circle had any interest in. In August 1903 he penned a letter to “Dear Efra” in which he wished he had not been led to his friend’s studio merely by “the paths of idleness”. He explained that he had sketched out an ideal picture of their artistic friendship,




a little picture [ … ] that shows us both. You drawing with that fierce concentration of yours, gently clasping your sketch pad. Me in the other corner, writing something that for certain is not as good as your drawing. And this is how I imagine it: that every half-hour or so, as we let our fingers rest for a moment, weary of our labours, we get up and take a look at each other’s work, so that not only can we see the work as all the others do who are unwise enough to buy it, but we get to know a little more about our creative endeavours, about the passion and the effort, the joy and the dedication, which make these hours so precious and special.13





As we can see, Zweig’s fascination with the genesis of works of art, which had driven his interest in studying the draft manuscripts of other writers, had in no way diminished. Alongside all his own literary efforts, the attempt to decode this mystery remained for him one of the most exciting of challenges. It was only natural that he should broaden the scope of his observations from literature to other art forms. Apart from which he could hope to gain a more immediate impression from a graphic artist, since a drawing was right there in front of one, whereas writing and music remained much more abstract when first committed to paper.


In the light of such reflections Zweig could be sure that his friend Lilien would appreciate a special gift, and so he gave him the manuscript of his novella Die Wanderung in exchange for an original drawing. Lilien owned another memento of Zweig in the shape of a silver cigarette case, which the latter had presented to him with the following dedication engraved on it in his own handwriting: “Given to E M Lilien, reluctantly but with warm wishes—Stefan”. Conversely every sheet of notepaper that left Zweig’s desk from 1908 onwards carried a drawing by his friend, for it was at this time that the rarely used signet commissioned from Fidus was replaced by a round monogram designed by Lilien, with the two intertwined letters “SZ”. Printed in the top left-hand corner of notepaper and postcards and on the back of envelopes, it became a kind of brand logo, instantly recognisable on the literary scene for the next thirty years. A seal bearing the same motif was made up at the same time, but the fashion for such things had passed and it was hardly ever used.


After the months spent in Berlin Zweig returned home only briefly, for the annual summer holidays in Marienbad with his parents had now come round again. But afterwards he travelled on alone to Brussels and Paris, where his friend Camill Hoffmann was already staying and a few other acquaintances were expecting him. On his travels he wrote a few poems and feature articles for the press back home. In choosing France as his destination Zweig was following up a long-standing special interest, which over the years had almost become an obsession—and France would not disappoint. Apart from the fact that he spoke the language very well, it was clear that he had made an intensive study of recent and contemporary French and Belgian literature. Even during his schooldays the literary periodicals, both Austrian and foreign, that were put out for patrons in the cafés of Vienna had been an endless source of new discoveries for him. The boys at school had tried to outdo each other with tales of unknown writers and texts. Each boy wanted to be the one to discover some hitherto overlooked major talent. This was how Zweig had come across the Belgian writer Émile Verhaeren years before, his work still virtually unknown in the German-speaking world at the turn of the century. Verhaeren had written several cycles of love poems dedicated to his wife, the painter Marthe Massin, but his poetry for the most part inhabited a very different world from that of Zweig. In the last decade of the nineteenth century he had turned increasingly to social themes, abandoning his career as a lawyer. The inexorable march of technological progress and the contrasts between urban society and rural life now became the main preoccupations of his writing, in which poetry and drama were the predominant forms. The volume of poems he published in 1883, Les Flamandes, was regarded in his rural homeland as scandalous, despite—or rather because of—glowing reviews from avant-garde artists. Together with their local priest, Verhaeren’s parents spared no efforts to buy up every copy of the book they could find—for the sole purpose of burning the lot. But the effect of their actions was more or less the opposite of what they intended, serving only to raise Verhaeren’s profile in his native land. He lived in the middle of the countryside he often wrote about, in a house in Caillou-qui-bique, spent occasional periods of time in Brussels or Paris, and moved to the coast for a few months each year, where the climate in early summer brought him some relief from his hay fever.
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