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            What extraordinary changes and advances I have witnessed in my lifetime, what amazing progress in science, industry, the exploration of space, and yet hunger, racial oppression and tyranny still torment the world. We continue to act like barbarians, like savages we fear our neighbours on this earth, arm against them and they against us. I deplore to have lived at a time when man’s law is to kill. The love of one’s country is a natural thing but why should love stop at the border, our family is one, each of us has a duty to his brothers, we are all leaves of the same tree, and the tree is humanity…

            PABLO CASALS

         

         

      

   


   
      

         
            FOREWORD BY JOHN GRAY

         

         It is not surprising that readers are returning to the writings of Stefan Zweig. Extremely prolific and for a time extremely popular, he has suffered the neglect that often follows extraordinary literary success. The suspicion that he was overrated hung over him for many years. Yet the range and depth of his work—his arresting short stories and novellas, his vivid biographies and wide-ranging cultural commentaries, together with The World of Yesterday, one of the definitive twentieth-century memoirs, and Beware of Pity, his only full-length novel and one of the most darkly penetrating explorations of the human costs of sympathy ever written—belie this reputation. When we read Zweig now, we are rediscovering one of Europe’s great writers.

         The quality of Zweig’s work is reason enough to return to him. But it is his quintessentially European outlook that makes him such a necessary writer today. Zweig embodied some of the central contradictions of the twentieth-century European mind. High idealism coexisted in him alongside a painful perception of the fragility of civilization. He believed passionately that Europe could cease to be a continent of squabbling nationalities and ethnicities. Yet his attachment to the old “world of security”—the liberal Hapsburg realm that he described with nostalgic fondness in The World of Yesterday—prevented him from embracing the faith that society could be reconstructed on a radically different model. He never shared the belief—or delusion—that a new civilization was being built in Soviet Russia. For Zweig, a better world could only be an extension of the world he had lost.

         If Zweig did not share the faith in Communism of so many interwar European writers and thinkers, neither was he confident that the liberal civilization in which he had been reared could be renewed. Zweig’s professions of idealism sound more like triumphs of the will over an essentially pessimistic intellect than genuine affirmations of hope, and in some ways they blinded him to the extremities of his time. Deeply attached to cosmopolitan ideals, he failed to appreciate how these ideals were already being challenged in fin-de-siècle Vienna, where a virulently anti-Semitic mayor came to power in 1897 after several attempts by the Emperor Franz Joseph to block the appointment had failed. Some of the texts collected here show him struggling with the enormity of the catastrophe that followed Europe’s descent into civil war in 1914. Towards the end of ‘The Tower of Babel’, published in May 1916, he writes of “the monstrous moment we are living through today”. But he was slow to respond to the threat of Nazism, seeing it as merely an extreme manifestation of the familiar evil of nationalism. He repeated this view in his lecture on ‘The Unification of Europe’, scheduled to be given in Paris in 1934 but never delivered, and—failing even then to grasp the unprecedented and radical evil that Nazism embodied—reiterated it again in 1941 in his speech to the New York Pen Club, ‘In This Dark Hour’. The signs of danger were clear, but—unlike Nietzsche, whose conception of a “good European” he admired and attempted to realize in himself—Zweig could not acknowledge that modern Europe harboured a deadly potential for a new type of barbarism.

         It was probably only when he had decided to kill himself that Zweig really came to believe that Europe had itself (as he put it) “committed suicide”. Having fled the Nazi-dominated continent where his books were being burnt, first for Britain, then America and finally Brazil, he seems to have come to the decision after hearing of the fall of Singapore. When he and his wife Lotte ended their lives on 23rd February 1942, not much more than a week after Singapore fell, it was as if he were drawing down a curtain on any possibility of a rebirth of the European civilization he loved. To the end he continued writing, finishing and sending off the manuscript of The World of Yesterday to his publisher only days before he ended his life. But his will to go on living had foundered.

         Zweig was most European in his acute self-awareness. It is hard to read Beware of Pity—the story of an Austrian cavalry officer who out of compassion for a crippled girl makes her promises he cannot fulfil and which lead to her taking her own life—without thinking of Lotte, who could surely have made a future for herself if she had not been persuaded to intertwine her fate so closely with Zweig’s. Her self-sacrifice was tragically unnecessary. By the time she and Zweig acted on their suicide pact, the tide of barbarism had started to turn. America joined the war in December 1941, soon after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, while Soviet forces were bringing the Nazi advance into Russia to a standstill. If Zweig had hung on only a few months longer and not surrendered to panic, he would have seen that despite all the crimes that Nazism would yet perpetrate—including the supreme crime of the Holocaust—Europe’s self-destruction was not yet final or complete. He and Lotte could have lived on. Instead, the potent and unstable mix of high-minded European idealism and no less European pessimism that infuses Zweig’s work produced the despair that paralysed him and then killed them both.

         Zweig’s suspicions regarding Europe are more compelling than his insistent declarations of faith in its future. This is especially so today, when Europe seems to have reverted to an historical mean of chronic crisis. With a resurgence of nationalism in many countries and the inability of European institutions to come up with any coherent response to the migrants who are fleeing to the continent in search of safety, Zweig’s hopes of European unity are remote from any realistically imaginable future. But this is what gives the texts collected here their urgent topicality. Suspended between unrealizable ideals and unmanageable realities, the self-division of Europe finds striking contemporary expression in this brilliant and self-divided writer. His doubts and fears are those of his readers, and resonate as strongly today as ever.

         JOHN GRAY

October 2015 

      

   


   
      
         

         
            There is no doubt that the European spirit exists, but it is still in a latent state. We can be as certain about that as the astronomer who sees appear in his telescope a star whose mass has revealed to him existence. Although the European spirit may not be manifest, we know with mathematical certitude that it exists.
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            What then are the evils which weigh on humanity at this hour? What at this moment is the principal danger? Is it the excess of sangfroid, of reason, of critical acumen? Good God, no! On the contrary, it is the vertiginous development amongst the masses of these new fanaticisms, which are fascism, racism, nationalism, Communism, or the diverse strains measured out from their mix. It is the culture of exaltation as a system of government; it is official production and the procession of gratifications from scientists who conjoin old knowledge with new technological procedures. It is admiration for certain individuals driven up against the most degrading forms of idolatry. It is the savage prohibition of all critical spirit, of all exercise in lucid reason. It is an assemblage of feverishly aroused states who report from the most insanely barbaric ages and who are quite justly terrified of those spiritual worldly leaders of humanity who have safeguarded the essence of its destiny.

            JULES ROMAINS                                          

            (From: Stefan Zweig, grand Européen, 1939)

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            Thanks to the pathological alienation which the nationalistic idiocy has established and still establishes among European peoples, thanks as well to the short-sighted politicians with hasty hands who are on top today with the help of this idiocy and have no sense of how the politics of disintegration which they carry on can necessarily only be politics for an intermission, thanks to all this and to some things today which are quite impossible to utter, now the most unambiguous signs that Europe wants to become a unity are being overlooked or wilfully and mendaciously reinterpreted.

            FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE                     

            (From: Beyond Good and Evil, 1886)

         

      

   


   
      

         
            TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

         

         I

         In the course of his long and creatively buoyant period of exile through the 1930s, Stefan Zweig expressed, in a slew of speeches and articles presented in conferences across Europe, one thing more than any other: his ardent desire to see a unification of European states, a Europe pledged to friendship, united around pluralism, freedom of thought and movement, a vigorous pan-Europeanism to offset the mounting threat of nationalism, totalitarianism and imperialism. Despite the increasingly desperate situation during the 1930s as Nazism consolidated its grip and prospects for peace faded, Zweig kept up his utopian mantra well beyond the point of no return, for presumably no other reason than that it was in his view right and honourable to do so, advancing the humanistic argument, the only rational and dignified response in his eyes to the deranged machinations of Nazism. But Zweig was an internationally famous author, perhaps more widely read than any other in these years; his historical biographies and fine-cut gemstones of fiction were devoured the world over, and people waited on his word—the Jewish community, the top tier of European artists and writers—for it was expected of the great cosmopolitan author that forceful anti-Nazi statements would be made, denunciations of Nazi crimes, perhaps even a veiled call for a Jewish homeland. But Zweig did not deliver any of these things, visibly shrinking back from the Realpolitik of the hour; and this failure to weigh in publicly and visibly like other writers such as Thomas Mann, who made radio broadcasts denouncing the Nazis, was seen as indefensible by the majority of his contemporaries, casting a partial shadow over his exile and later colouring responses to his suicide.

         Zweig abhorred politics, seeing it as the Antichrist to spiritual freedom, and thus distanced himself from it all his life. He saw a corrupt politics as having brought about the inferno of 1914 and the unstable aftermath. He firmly believed that he would do more harm than good to be sucked into a partisan position, even on Hitler. His pathological fear of his words being used for another’s ends, of his well-intentioned statement inadvertently stoking the flames, caused an impulse to recoil from any intervention, however justified. In this calculation it can logically be argued that he was wrong, for Hitler was surely a special case of extreme evil, a civilization-destroyer who required a beyond-normal-behaviour reaction; but Zweig indentified perhaps too literally with the humanist peacemakers and tolerance-preachers of the past, such as Erasmus or Castellio, and living “counsellors” like the arch-pacifist Romain Rolland. This conviction to keep above the melee was further endorsed by his eleventh-hour reading of Montaigne, whom he found had pursued a similar solitary path, extricating himself from the feelers of the opposing factions and thereby, in Zweig’s eyes, retaining his inner authenticity in an earlier time of chaos and barbarism. Yet Zweig despised Hitler and the Nazis as much as anyone and harboured a special loathing for Goebbels’s insidious propaganda, which he rightly saw as the most dangerous element in Nazism’s machinery of diabolism. Even as his books were tossed on the pyres and he was obliged to break with his long-standing German publishers Insel Verlag, Zweig wore his pacifist cosmopolitanism, his right to stand apart from politics, like cerebral body armour. But this was the same man whose conscience had commanded him to express his revulsion for war, his condemnation of the madness of the time, the overreaching spirit of violence and conquest in his poetic and prophetic drama Jeremias (1917).

         Much has been said about Zweig’s tendency to hang on too long in perilous situations and then make ill-starred decisions. Friderike Zweig was only too aware of her husband’s difficulty in this respect, his tendency to waver until too late. When he did make a political calculation it was often deemed naive or a blunder of sorts. In his biography European of Yesterday (1972), Donald Prater states: “Zweig’s political ideas were generally immature and ill thought out, and where he appeared to possess political insight this was often more from instinct than from clear or logical perception.” This phobia of politics and resolute “apolitical” stance has its origins in the Nietzschean drive for aestheticism, which Zweig seized on, for he like Nietzsche saw the political class and materialism as the mainstays of nationalism and European spiritual decay. But it also comes from Zweig’s instinctual sense that the zone of art and literature is quite apart from anything political or social, that the inward self must stay pure. This is surely why we see him drift away from Romain Rolland’s influence only at the moment when the old man falls under the spell of Communism.

         This ideal may seem to us repugnant when faced with the threat of Nazism, but this is simplistic, for Zweig was looking I suspect beyond his rhetorical public statement to what uncontainable tentacles would inevitably sprout from it, and he sincerely believed for better or worse that he could do more to persuade through his works, for example Erasmus (1934). Having said all this there is also evidence which shows that Zweig at certain moments acted boldly and decisively, even ruthlessly, his sudden departure from Salzburg being the most obvious. And in all these departures and arrivals during his intercontinental exile he behaves rationally and methodically, not to mention thoughtfully, sorting out his affairs beforehand, ensuring his manuscripts and library will serve the public good, that friends and domestic staff are well taken care of. Whilst in London, a city he claimed he loved because he was largely left to himself, Zweig worked tirelessly from his Hallam Street flat for Jewish friends and the stream of exiles who appealed to him for help with visas, connections and so forth, their constant entreaties exhausting his resources of patience and time. As always with Zweig there are curious contrasts, the interplay of conscious proaction and inaction proving a labyrinthine challenge for critics and biographers.

         With the advent of Hitler, Zweig was initially drawn into the radicalizing potential of the National Socialists, before leaping out as it were from a burning building. Zweig thought this new movement, though evidently repulsive, might stir things up, liberate the middle classes and offset what he saw as the infection of bourgeois materialism menacing the treasured spirit of France in particular. Zweig adored France above all other nations and unsurprisingly viewed her as the natural cradle of the arts and civilized intellectual activity, the model of his civilized Europe of the spirit. He like others presumed Hitler was a transitory phenomenon, an aberration, a spark of extremism which might have beneficial side effects before being summarily extinguished. Although this delusion was short-lived, as was his episode of Germanic pride at the outset of the First World War (discussed later), it appears to reinforce what Prater claims regarding Zweig’s slowness to realize the course of events at the beginning of momentous political change. But conversely it may also explain why Zweig corrected himself by later abandoning his Salzburg home so suddenly and thoroughly. Zweig might have been slow to see the light, but once his eyes were opened he acted without deliberation.

         Zweig’s spiritual internationalist outlook was really based on a long-developed and honed network of culturally enriching relationships across central Europe, or as Prater has it, “Zweig was quietist, seeing in internationalism not a political programme, but the sum of personal connections forged through friendship.” His vision was to extend his own model, to upgrade the most valuable element of the lost “golden age” before the First World War when these friendships were formed, both to act as a foil to the pernicious and ever more unstable reality represented by totalitarianism, and to provide a design for a future European situation beyond that of the present, whose survival he severely doubted. Zweig’s inherent idealism, his overriding passion for establishing a creatively ennobling society of nations, was underwritten by periods of striking artistic achievement in the past, most notably the Renaissance. At first sight all this may appear to us today laudable, naturally desirable, yet surely grossly out of touch with the bestial realities taking place on the ground, amongst peoples cut off from Zweig’s privileged elite. His determination to imagine Europe as a kind of spiritual engine house for the next key stage in mankind’s ascension appears now, in our present age of commonplace violent extremism and materialist decadence, as out of time as it did then, at the moment when Hitler, engorged with imperial fantasies, swept his hand impatiently back and forth across the map table in Berchtesgaden. However, the sheer passion and belief, the intelligence, the evident richness of learning, the valuable sediment as it were of a lifetime’s thought and reflection Zweig conjures in support of his dream remains valid and curiously seductive. Whatever the retorts, this is no vague chimera.

         II

         In the pieces collected here, Stefan Zweig strives to bring his European ideal down from the clouds and place it on terra firma; for example, in places he argues robustly for progressive education, in order to change deep-seated attitudes on race and Fatherland and encourage a new fluidity of thought, the interweaving of languages and cultures. The reader will soon see that these essays themselves interlink and one is merely reinforcing another; though the outlying theme may be different the central message remains the same. Nationalism is the sworn enemy of civilization, whether past, present or future, its malodorous presence thwarting the development of intelligence, its tenets those of division, regression, hatred, violence and persecution. In nationalism, with the Nazis as its most lethal form, Zweig sees the agent which may finally destroy his European heartlands, finishing the job the First World War started. Zweig’s Europe is an almost mystical conviction that whatever remains of the European spirit, the sum of artistic achievement that has accrued for centuries, can only survive the modern plague of nationalism, materialism and philistinism, can only safeguard its crown jewels of philosophical thought, art and literature through a practicable spiritual integration, a higher guild of amiable coalition. What Zweig proposes is a moral defence of the European soul against the very same forces which menace our Europe now in 2015, sanity against insanity, unity against division, tolerance against intolerance, intelligence against ignorance.

         But what of this spiritual unity? Is it just another word for pan-Europeanism, such as the mobile professional elites enjoy in the privileged strata of a technologically unified Europe today, or a rhetorical comfort blanket for those who see their national language and traditions dying on the world stage (notably the French, who habitually accord Zweig mythical proportions), or is there any substance to it? In these disparate pieces, culled from declarative pauses during his wanderings in exile, Zweig argues forcefully that there is. Moving and haunting, especially with the gift of hindsight, inherently tragic when planted before the brush fire of bestial realities sweeping across the continent as he wrote, yet paradoxically also morally persuasive, these pieces show Zweig repeatedly setting out his manifesto for cultural health through fraternity in the face of a Europe gradually slipping away into fanaticism, apathy, political expediency and the spectre of genocidal terror. Whether delivering a lecture in Rome or Zurich, in London or Paris, whether attending yet another conference in the ever-shrinking free-thinking world, humanistic symposiums whose influence on events he knew only too well were depressingly limited, Zweig is urgently reiterating the need for change, for action not more words. Yet in the unstable climate of imperialist muscle-flexing and virulent propaganda during the 1930s, the action required, the necessary turnaround, which he espouses so earnestly in his speeches, is held in check by the sheer physical and psychological power of the extremist forces which are already unleashed.

         Since the present appears hopeless, Zweig looks to the future and the generation beyond his own, the survivors, like himself after the First World War, speaking to an audience both within and crucially beyond the present calamity. Of course that future did herald an eventual Franco-German dream collective of European nation states, and out of this techno-bureaucratic conglomeration one could argue that something of Zweig’s dream has become a reality, namely in the successful European exchange of culture, sport and the arts. But Zweig’s exultant vision of fraternity under one continental roof has hardly been realized, since nation states have in spite of the past clung on to their self-serving national powers and their nationalist arrogance with tenacity. In the extraordinary, recently discovered text ‘The Unification of Europe: A Discourse’, a speech prepared to be given in Paris in 1934 but then mothballed, Zweig puts forward the novel idea of a “capital city of Europe” whose location would change each year, giving each country a chance to be master of the greater union. Today’s policy of “European capital of culture” is something Zweig would have certainly applauded, but it is really attractive window-dressing. The sad truth is that Zweig’s noble premise of nations purged of animosity towards one another, intellectually advancing in interlingual creativity, could only happen, then as today, if the people of Europe really wanted it to happen. But through the progressive decades of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, behind the self-congratulatory fanfares and chatter of policy-making from Brussels, nationalism lurked in one gruesome form or another, apparently muzzled on the fringes, kept at bay from the great project. Now, as fanatical Islam extends its grip and correspondingly Islamophobia rises, as the union stutters and stalls in monetary crisis, the far right is emboldened as never before, has slipped its chains, and we watch helpless as it sends out its hideous spawn. Zweig and the later constructors of the union all overlooked or optimistically sidelined a disturbing fact: that people might sign up to a collective if it does not disadvantage them, primarily in economic terms, but all the same they have the door to the motherland left ajar, ready to leap through it with the national flag whenever the time is right. The union does not replace the old enmities, the old fault lines. In their rush to renovate the European house, the decorators of the union merely laid consecutive layers of fresh wallpaper over a mouldy wall, and now those living in the house see the mould showing through again. Zweig’s grand European hothouse of the soul, a microclimate where hostility is an anachronism, did not come to pass, nor—let us be candid—did Zweig probably expect it to; but for us today, these ardent “lost messages”, in their endorsement of a stillborn yet still possible future, surely hold a special relevance, for they have been found, translated and made available to anglophone readers at a precarious moment for Western civilization, as to Europe’s outer walls the outriders of atrocity are gathering.

         III

         In May 1916, at the dark heart of the First World War, Zweig’s brief essay ‘The Tower of Babel’ was simultaneously published in the warring countries of France and Germany. Zweig employs the ancient myth of the doomed tower, more as an attractive template than as an effective analogy, for the grave situation in which the stricken vessel Europe presently found itself, holed and rudderless in an ocean of unprecedented ruin and dislocation following the storm surge of nationalism unleashed by war. The Babel essay appeared in the April/May edition of the Geneva-based journal Le Carmel, supported by Romain Rolland, and on 8th May ‘Der Turm zu Babel’ was published in the Vossische Zeitung in Berlin. As is well known, the Tower of Babel myth concerns mankind’s attempt, through communal ambition and spiritual accord, to build a tower high enough to reach heaven; it is spotted by God and humanity is summarily punished with eternal disunity for its excess of pride. The workers of all nations abandon their labours half finished and return for good to their individual lands, to reside in new-found insularity and suspicion. The half-completed tower falls into melancholy decay. Zweig enters at this point, transforming the tower into a symbol of Europe’s destiny, urging the workers (the European nations) who have downed tools and fled into their relevant clans to return to the construction site and continue work on the noble edifice they started and which, because of their desertion, is now a ruin. Zweig’s premise is simple: that humanity is capable of achieving unimaginable heights when it works together, pooling its creative resources and individual strengths in a common ambition, but conversely will achieve nothing, become degraded and eventually self-destruct when it is split into rival communities, each believing it is superior to another. It is a way out of this depressing cycle, this human impasse, that Zweig probes in these texts, highlighting history and artistic creativity as our most instructive guides.

         Into the 1920s, with the war still fresh in their minds, Zweig and his “Good European” brethren believed that if Europe was to save itself from a further even more unimaginable catastrophe, a spiritual renaissance in Europe must be sought. The brutal shock of the war, the attendant protracted freezing of borders and physical impossibility of travel, the unimaginable casualties had rudely interrupted this boon of fluid cultural exchange. Whilst the roaming poet Walt Whitman sang of the pre-eminence of the continent of America, a piqued Émile Verhaeren, generally viewed as his Old World equivalent, retorted with insistence on the continued pre-eminence of the old European one. But Verhaeren, one of the elder statesman of Europe’s writerly elite, whom Zweig revered as a quasi-prophet of the new age, was fatally crushed by a train in Rouen station six months after Zweig published his Babel essay. Zweig, whose close relationship to Verhaeren was nevertheless eroded by the war, was hemmed in by closed borders and could not attend the funeral. Each had been stuck in his own land for the duration and there, to a lesser or greater extent, was infected initially by national pride. All were caught up in the event and few were immune from this scourge, at least initially. Zweig himself was guilty: his passions aroused, he enthusiastically logged the German army’s first triumphs. Even the scrupulously judicious Rilke penned ill-starred lines he later renounced, but worst of all the pro-European elder they all looked to, Verhaeren, had succumbed, penning La Belgique sanglante (Belgium Bleeding, 1915), scabrous, unbridled criticisms of German culture following massacres by German troops in Flanders, before eventually coming to his senses. These aberrations on the part of ordinarily deep-thinking, sensitive, peaceable writers and poets reveal to us just how radical and disorientating the course of events was, how the abrupt breaching of the dam of peace caused a deluge of virulent mutual accusation and national self-justification even amongst those supposedly immune from it. However, only two months into the war Zweig was already writing the poetic prose of ‘The Sleepless World’, the piece which opens this collection, a haunting, almost hallucinatory vision of the perpetual state of watchfulness, anxiety and confusion war induces in all sentient beings it touches. “Each became gradually enmeshed in the great event; no one could remain cool in the fiery delirium of the world. Constancy is helpless when realities are utterly transformed, none could stand aloof, secure on his rock above the waves, looking down and smiling knowingly at a world wracked with fever. Whether aware of what was happening or not, all were borne on the current, with no idea where it was leading.” It is, then, these four years of trauma, of horror, isolation and landlocked frustration, the melancholy procession of those reluctant coffin-bearers of the “golden age” that languished up to the summer of 1914, which form the crucible to Zweig’s fervent appeals for a united Europe two decades later. The loss of that pre-war Europe dogged Zweig until the moment he bowed out in Petrópolis, Brazil. He was in effect a man carrying a sickness which he could never recover from and for which in any case there was no cure.

         Interestingly, ‘The Tower of Babel’ enjoyed a resurrection when it was republished in the Budapest-based German-language paper Pester Lloyd on the auspicious date of 1st January 1930. Incredibly, on the very first day of a new decade, which will usher in the most devastating series of events ever to blight humanity, Zweig is there with his call for reconstruction. And Zweig revisits the myth again two years later in the essay ‘European Thought in its Historical Development’, given at a conference in Florence on 5th May 1932. With Hitler warming up for his election triumph the following year, Europe’s alternative construction foreman Zweig is busy handing out spades and picks. “This myth taken from the opening pages of the Bible is a wonderful symbol that with humanity as a community all is possible, even the highest aspirations, but only when it is united, and never when it is partitioned into languages and nations which do not understand each other and do not want to understand each other. And perhaps—who knows what mysterious memories can still be traced in our blood—there is still some vague reminiscence in our spirit of those distant times, the Platonic memory of when humanity was united and the persuasive, haunted longing that it might eventually recommence the unfinished work; in any case, this dream of a unified world, a unified humanity, is more ancient than all literature, art and scientific knowledge.” With almost a seer’s conviction, Zweig sees the answer to today’s disintegrating Europe in terms of the re-emergence of deep longings and dreams actively realized in a distant past. Rather unhelpfully sounding like some ironic inversion of Nazi blood theories, Zweig believes that the potential for spiritual development is buried deep within each of us: having been secreted in the blood of our ancestors, it passes down to us through the ages and through enlightenment and education it can be restored, however barbaric the epoch in which we reside. Only then can the half-finished work be completed, only then can the tower rise to its intended heights. 

         IV

         The texts gathered in this collection are all stamped with the same hallmark, a stark question which underpins all other concerns for Zweig in these years. The question is this. After the unparalleled disaster of the First World War, will Europe once again transform itself into a battlefield, but this time destroy itself completely? This is the question Zweig carries with him out of the aftermath of the First World War through to the moment he leaves his Salzburg house for exile in London in 1934 and which is finally laid to rest in Petrópolis in February 1942. As the years pass the question becomes ever more onerous to bear. It is futile to ponder the moral intricacies of Zweig’s suicide in Brazil in 1942 without taking into account the veiled anguish revealed in these essays. The reason Zweig ended his life was essentially that the question of Europe’s destruction had for him been definitively answered. Isolated in Brazil, he became convinced that the Europe he had dedicated his writing life to had now destroyed itself, if not quite yet physically then spiritually. Zweig sensed that whatever was left of Europe after Nazism’s fires had burnt themselves out would be unable to resurrect itself as it had in the past following episodes of barbarism. The last chance of the inter-war years would not be replayed. The great project of civilization, as Zweig saw it, which had been evolving for three millennia, the central artery to his creative life, the very essence of his being, had been so retarded by Hitler’s radical evil that whatever came afterwards would be either hopelessly corrupted or, worse, a deceiving doppelgänger, a facade. Perhaps Zweig thought back to Nieuwpoort and Diksmuide, the shell-pulverized villages of Flanders, to Ypres, which he witnessed after the war, shocked at these “dummy” villages and towns, which were exact replicas but lacked any soul. This absence of soul, the possible eradication of the sense of meaning which accrues from the passage of human time, that is, everything “old Europe” represented, must have caused Zweig the most grievous suffering.

         However, what these pieces show us is how deeply Zweig, who was at various moments morbidly depressed, still believed in this seemingly hopeless humanity’s potential for change, the chance of renewed ascension. So even while his books were being tossed on pyres on the Domplatz in Salzburg, his house invaded by police, his right to publish in Germany ended, he could still turn to History, “that poetess”, and see hopeful parallels, how after each impossibly dark stage of history a new light had irresistibly dawned. Even as late as 1938/39, as the borders of Europe thicken with troops and tanks, Zweig is at pains to communicate his ideal as something other than an ideal, to make it appear feasible through concrete examples, however tenuous some may be in practical terms. In order to react meaningfully against the irresistible morbid flow of events, Zweig realizes that words are futile and yet that is all he has. It is this melancholic realization that the implicitly violent and “revolutionary” new age delivered by Hitler has by its very inception and presence moved far beyond the existing parameters, the awareness that the course of destruction is already set that exhausts Zweig. But doggedly he continues his quest because it is the humane one, the right one, the only path which morally guarantees him a purity of intent and a legacy of decency in the face of depravity. In short, it is the only path which allows him to go on living in a world he feels is intolerable. He repeats his message, and the message remains fundamentally the same whether it is 1916, 1932 or 1940.

         It should be remembered, as Jules Romains points out in Stefan Zweig: grand Européen (1939), that the largest part of Zweig’s published writing is in the domain of the essay form. Beyond the espousal of a European ideal, the essays here not only display some of Zweig’s greatest attributes as a writer, but also reveal crucial elements of biography which serve as foundations for or addenda to The World of Yesterday (1942). This is most clearly the case in the essays ‘The Historiography of Tomorrow’ and ‘European Thought in Its Historical Development’, and most vividly in the haunting and elegiac ‘The Vienna of Yesterday’, which Zweig presented at the Théâtre Marigny on his last visit to Paris in April 1940. The genuine affection of Zweig for his home city is here laid bare and the period of Vienna’s impoverishment after the 1918 armistice vividly and insightfully portrayed. Zweig manages to capture the peculiar atmosphere of the once grand and opulent city reduced to decrepitude, but still remaining proud, through a series of impressionistic flourishes that convince. Music, Zweig reveals to us, as he does elsewhere in these pieces, is the real lifeblood of humanity, and in this case of the old Hapsburg capital. It is also perhaps its saviour. The account of a concert by Vienna’s finest musicians held in an unheated auditorium with an audience of citizen paupers dressed in threadbare coats is to be treasured. The essay closes with a poignantly understated line whose polite vagueness, by veiling the horrific reality, paradoxically emphasizes it: “Of today’s Vienna I can say nothing. We know very little of what is happening there, we are even fearful of interpreting it too exactly.”

         In the essay ‘History as Poetess’ (1931), Zweig shows the central position of history in his world view and in his writings. He paints history not as the mere roll call of facts and dates, but as “the workshop of God”, where facts are only made meaningful by the poetic authority of those who transmit them. Once more, the notion of a European or world community saturates the text: “history only lives where it achieves a certain poetic grandeur, which is why the highest accomplishment of a people is to transform as much of its national history into world history as possible, its private people’s myth into a world myth”. He also says: “A nation gains more power in the spiritual space, the more poetically it can present its historical existence and development in the world.” Zweig lambasts the “ersatz” history of popular romantic biography favoured in the present, castigating those who muddle historical fact and adjust it to suit their story and in order to sell more copies. Zweig praises the genuine creative storytellers, those who take the raw material of historical fact and, without adulterating it, place it before us in such a way that it becomes meaningful, enhancing our knowledge rather than leaving us with a falsified theatrical approximation.

         ‘The Historiography of Tomorrow’ (1939) begins with the portrait of Europe being locked in a moral crisis and its peoples the victims of a persistent angst, all a by-product of world war. Like a doctor searching for a cure whilst his patient ebbs away on the operating table, Zweig determines that the artificially feverish atmosphere, like any drug or stimulant prescribed for too long, must be reduced. Zweig has noted how when the war, and thus “the obligatory hatred and murder”, abruptly ends, “like turning off a gas tap”, it cannot be expected that the populace will relinquish the impulses they have become accustomed to over four years. Thus the so-called peace is anything but. Zweig argues that the militaristic generation which inflicted this nightmare on mankind must be shed like a rotten branch, allowing new progressive branches to grow from the European trunk. For this there must be a wholly new conception of history, with a spiritual bent, focusing on intellectual and scientific achievements rather than military prowess and flag-waving heroism. He criticizes the way history was taught in his own youth, always reinforcing a nationalistic outlook, where each country feels that it alone must be the most powerful, the most righteous one. Zweig thunders, “With our blood seething in our veins, we can only tremble at the thought that, due to this kind of skewed education, the innocent and credulous new generation of young people might be heading for an even more appalling bloodbath than the last.” Only by introducing a new vision of history as the holding pen of the creative spirit will mankind recover from this “fever”, this bacillus, and extricate itself from the cycle of destruction. “It is only in this way that we can console ourselves and guard against the insanity of nationalism and dictators who are bent on launching peoples against one another, ever forcing us backwards politically when the natural momentum is to go forwards. Only when we access this new sense of being will we learn the history of tomorrow; only then will it be possible no longer to despair at our epoch and to retain, even if we failed as citizens, the pride to be men of our time. Only then will we be able to face without horror the bloody vortex of history, when we see it as a necessary creative stage for a new and more meaningful future, as preparation for a complete reworking of humanity.”

         V

         One of Zweig’s preoccupations, which appears in a number of his essays, is the stark difference between the atmosphere preceding the conflict in 1914 and that in 1939 and its repercussions for Europe. In the fascinating comparison essay ‘1914 and Today’ (1936), Zweig sees his generation as being blind to events, craftily hoodwinked, deceived into war by a minority of determined warmongers who took advantage of the naivety and trustfulness of the people who, on the eve of conflict, still believed at the eleventh hour that it could never happen, and that all was being done to prevent it, that the great socialist leaders would never let it happen, when in fact, due to the machinations of a clutch of powerfully positioned, unscrupulous individuals and the irresistible tide of fate, it had already begun. But in 1939/40 we see the polar opposite. “Whilst in 1914 every intellectual, every politician dared not speak of war or seem to glorify it, today in Europe and in Japan whole peoples are educated and disciplined solely with a view to waging war and with blatant cynicism the whole economic structure of the country is galvanized with this single aim in mind.” Zweig repeats this theme in a later essay, ‘Gardens in Wartime’ (Stefan Zweig, Journeys, Hesperus Press, 2010), which he wrote in England in 1940, while he experienced the so-called phoney war. Comparing it with the febrile gung-ho atmosphere of 1914, he explains that “in 1939 war did not arise suddenly, it simply gave concrete forms to fears already present… they endured the war because it was necessary to do so, as something inevitable.” Here, in the 1936 essay, this idea has already formed. “They await war as if for a perfectly natural event, almost as if of necessity, and that is why the current generation has no excuse to be ‘surprised’ by war as in 1914. For it is laboriously announced, prepared quite openly and lucidly. It is not only at the door, it already has its foot in the house.”

         Zweig’s attempt to go behind the scenes of the artistic process, ‘The Secret of Artistic Creation’ (1938), consists of his long-gestated musings on the mysterious processes leading to a finished work. This was a subject which Zweig, experienced collector of manuscripts, musical scores and autographs, not to mention psychological profiler of great artistic and historical figures, would have been particularly drawn to. Rather cleverly Zweig compares investigating this phenomenon to elements of criminology. Although he admits we can never truly know the interior process and should not wish to, we can up to a point “retroactively reconstruct it”. This essay is a tour de force of reflection on the laborious trials or relative ease of the creative process, how each masterpiece is formed at greatly differing speeds and through starkly contrasting processes, according to the habits, vagaries and natural creative velocity of the artist. Zweig, with his immense archive of sources, draws on a range of examples, notably in music, comparing Mozart and Beethoven, Haydn and Wagner, and so on. Zweig concludes: “To create is a constant struggle between the unconscious and the conscious. Without these two elements the creative act cannot happen. They constitute the indispensable foundation; it is within the law of contrast, the final compromise between conscious and unconscious that the artist is imprisoned. Within the limits of this law he remains free.”





OEBPS/9781782271888_cover_epub.jpg
NEW REPUBLIC'

EUROPE ON THE BRINK

STEFAN

IWEIG

FOREWORD BY JOHN GRAY

PUSHKIN PRESS





