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THE RESURRECTED MASTER

The Subtle Fiction of Stefan Zweig



IT IS ONLY IN RECENT YEARS that Stefan Zweig has been recognised and lauded by English-speaking readers as an incomparable storyteller. His reputation in Britain during the 1920s and 30s was based almost entirely on his short and informative biographies of Marie Antoinette, Casanova, Tolstoy and—among the then living—Romain Rolland and Sigmund Freud, both of whom he had befriended. Rolland, the author of the turgid but worthy novel Jean-Christophe, inspired by the life of Beethoven, was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1916. Rolland, a pacifist and musicologist, kept his imaginative distance from such unsavoury human foibles as envy and spite and downright wickedness—qualities that are explored and dramatized in Thomas Mann’s altogether superior fictional study of a great composer, Doctor Faustus. The kindly, decent Romain Rolland is virtually forgotten today, but Zweig, his eulogistic biographer, lives on in the comparatively modest forms of the novella and the short story.

He was capable of writing at greater length, as his most substantial and famous novel, Beware of Pity (1939) and the recently translated and published The Post Office Girl testify. Yet his heart was in the conte—the tale told by word of mouth, or by letter, that can be read at a single sitting. Each of his varied narrators has something urgent to impart—a long-buried secret, the confession of a misdeed, or the revelation of the truth behind a circumstance others had accepted at face value. They are people with a pressing need to make sense of the inexplicable. They question why their lives have gone astray and why they allowed their feelings to override convention and common sense. They are, by and large, victims and survivors of the last days of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and it would be easy to dismiss them as decadent. Zweig puts decadence in perspective, neither revelling in its attractiveness nor castigating its more squalid aspects. It is to his aesthetic purpose to sound the human note, and to do so in such a disarming manner as to shame the reader who has already made facile judgements. His men and women are complicated, and he would not have it otherwise. He is a celebrator of confusion—the word he employs as the title for a brief masterpiece that bears comparison with Mann’s Death in Venice—and it is in a confused state that they seek to explicate their often banal misfortunes.

Zweig’s narrative method is simple. Someone has a desperate story to tell, and Zweig contrives a way—a chance encounter at a gambling salon at Monte Carlo, a manuscript left among a dead man’s belongings—for him or her to tell it. The beauty lies in the act of telling, of exquisite self-exposure, the thrill of sending an illicit message into the unknown. Zweig’s contrivances might be deemed obvious, were they not so powerfully effective. Confusion, the subtitle of which is The Private Papers of Privy Councillor R von D, is a perfect example of his subtle art. These are ‘private papers’ with a very big difference, for they are scarcely concerned with R von D’s life at all. The Privy Councillor has been showered with academic and civic honours, which he mentions casually, almost disdainfully. The true subject of his memoir is a professor of English language and literature in a university in a small town in central Germany. The young Roland, whose name is not revealed until the end of the narrative, enrols as a student in the professor’s class. The hitherto lazy and undisciplined youth finds himself enthralled and enchanted by the teacher, whose love and understanding of Shakespeare is fuelled by a deep knowledge of the Elizabethan age—its poetry, its drama, its politics. The professor offers him accommodation in the spare room at the top of the house he shares with his bitter and frustrated wife. It becomes clear, as the delicate and complex story develops, that the professor’s passionate and inspirational manner in the lecture hall is a sublimation, as Freud would have noted, for his unsatisfied sexual feelings. Whenever Roland’s hero disappears to Berlin, it is with a specific purpose in mind. He goes to notorious bars frequented by male prostitutes and, when he has consumed enough alcohol to give him courage, he approaches and propositions the one he finds most physically attractive. What follows in the morning is best summed up in Shakespeare’s Sonnet CXXIX:


Th’expense of spirit in a waste of shame

Is lust in action, and till action, lust

Is perjured, murd’rous, bloody full of blame,

Savage, extreme, rude, cruel, not to trust,

Enjoyed no sooner but despised straight …



The professor returns to the university after these adventures full of shame and self-loathing, feelings common to male homosexuals in the days when society regarded them as lepers. Zweig recounts in his wonderful memoir The World of Yesterday, which was published posthumously, that he was horrified at the sight of the boys, many of them wearing make-up and feminine accessories, lined up along the Kurfürstendamm plying their trade. (A decade later, these boys and their successors would be regarded with something close to affection by W H Auden, Christopher Isherwood and Francis Bacon.) Zweig’s ‘revulsion’ is reflected in the character of the professor, but with a novelist’s disinterested compassion. Confusion comes to a close with a heartfelt and beautifully resonant coda, in which the dead and forgotten professor is afforded a literary honour by his adoring pupil, a married man with children, more precious than the specious titles bestowed on the privy councillor. “I have never loved anyone more”, he writes of the man with whom he once shared a single kiss.

Zweig’s stories and novellas could be described as moral fables because they are concerned so potently with the conflict between what ought to be good and what turns out to be bad. In Letter from an Unknown Woman, for a long time the most celebrated of these fables thanks to the glorious film Max Ophüls made from it, an unhappy woman writes a letter to the only man she has ever loved. In the story, the man is a callous and self-regarding writer, but in the movie he’s a concert pianist, forever on the move. She informs the father of her child, a fact of which he is unaware, that she had to resort to prostitution in order to pay for the boy’s education. Prostitutes in English fiction, Moll Flanders and Fanny Hill excepted, tend to be downtrodden, ‘fallen’ women, but this is fin-de-siècle Vienna, where girls of all ages could pursue an alternative career in a thriving market. Zweig sees no reason to moralise because he knows that the correspondent is desperate and it is the nature of her desperation that involves him. He handles with great finesse and literary decorum a story that could easily have been romantic tosh. Ophüls’s movie pays homage to a fellow master, for the two men know everything there is to know about the heights and depths of sexual passion. The director’s involvement with Zweig’s story is demonstrated by the fact that he was able to coax animated performances out of Joan Fontaine and Louis Jourdan, two actors who invariably turned in lifeless, narcissistic performances. The irony here is that the man who pays her to be his mistress is both kinder and more considerate than the novelist with whom she has remained, against all reason, in love.

Twenty-Four Hours in the Life of a Woman, first published in German in 1927, properly merits the over-used description ‘haunting’. Zweig is among those rare male writers who see a woman’s feelings from a woman’s point of view. The old English lady, Mrs C, who confides in an attentive guest at a hotel in Monte Carlo, has been waiting for a decade to cleanse herself of the memory of the twenty-four deluded hours she spent in the company of a handsome Polish gambler. Her husband of twenty-three years had died and she had found herself wandering aimlessly around Europe. Her need to make a confession to a stranger is sparked off by the sudden disappearance from the hotel of the wife of a wealthy businessman. It is rumoured that the woman is in thrall to another younger man. Mrs C bares her soul, and as her story draws to an end she observes: “It has done me good to tell you all this. I feel easier in my mind now and almost light at heart … thank you for that.”

Zweig’s trusted formula as a storyteller may sound simple to the point of obviousness, but the artfully constructed framework gives him the freedom to explore his chosen individuals in depth. One soon forgets the artifice as the characters come to vivid life, surprising themselves with their revelations. In Burning Secret, which is set in an Austrian spa in the 1920s, a twelve-year-old boy named Edgar, who is there with his mother, is befriended by a baron “from a not particularly illustrious noble family in the Austrian civil service”. The Baron is handsome and a determined seducer of attractive women, married or unmarried. The sickly Edgar’s mama is already middle-aged, yet she has retained something of her youthful beauty. The Baron uses the gullible and trusting boy as a means of getting closer to the only woman in the hotel who excites him physically. Edgar is overwhelmed by the Baron’s attention to him—he has found a friend and companion, not just a father figure. The novella is told in the third person, with the narrative flitting from the child to the mother and thence to the Baron. This is a study in betrayal and jealousy, with the hapless Edgar attaining something like premature manhood. Edgar is granted “a first premonition of the rich variety of life” as a result of his humiliating experience and that, Zweig implies, is a gift to be cherished.

Like all serious novelists, Stefan Zweig was aware of the gulf between the messiness of living and the tidiness of fiction. It was his aim to have the two opposites working in artistic harmony, as he demonstrates in the short story The Fowler Snared from the collection Fantastic Night and Other Stories. This is a meditation in miniature on the art of storytelling. A writer is on holiday at Cadenabbia on Lake Como. He gets into conversation at the hotel with a man in late middle age, who is, in common with so many of Zweig’s characters, cultivated and refined. The man wishes that he was creative himself, rather than a discerning admirer of other men’s literary efforts—a discernment that enables him to distinguish between the unexplainable vagaries of life and the questionable orderliness of a certain kind of fiction. He has his own complicated story to tell. On holiday the previous year, at the same hotel, he noticed a couple of German women, probably sisters, in the company of a shy and beautiful sixteen-year-old girl. He supposed she was the daughter of one of them. He took pity on the child, imprisoned as she was by the strait-laced pair, and decided to release her from them by writing her a love letter, unsigned of course, in elegant German, with the odd allusion to Shakespeare. He watched the girl’s face as she read his letter. Her smiles and blushes captivated him:


I watched as she sat with idle fingers between the two stitching elders, and I saw how from time to time her hand moved to a particular part of her dress where I was sure the letter was hid. The fascination of the sport grew. That evening I wrote a second letter, and continued to write to her night after night. It became more and more engrossing to instil into these letters the sentiments of a young man in love, to depict the waxing of an imaginary passion.



But then a real young man appeared, off the boat from Bellagio, and the girl was convinced that he was her would-be lover. Longing glances were exchanged, to the discomposure of the two older women. All three left the following morning. The writer listens to this circuitous account of unrequited love and explains how he would improve it were he to set it down. The man is not impressed by his suggested improvements and leaves him to reflect on truth and make-believe, both of which are integral components of this intriguing narrative.

It seems astonishing that these treasures, for such I consider them to be, were out of print in Britain and America for over half-a-century. As late as the 1970s, Zweig was still regarded as a populist biographer and essayist but not much more. Beware of Pity and the novella Amok were mentioned occasionally, but little else. The general assumption was that the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian culture he was born into in Vienna in 1881, which he describes so rapturously in The World of Yesterday, and the horrific carnage of the First World War shrivelled his talent.
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