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STEPHEN CORRSIN: Good evening. I’m very glad to welcome you tonight to the annual Joy Gottesman Ungerleider Lecture at the Library under the auspices of LIVE from NYPL. The Ungerleider Lecture explores themes represented in the Jewish collections of the Library. Over the years, the lecturers have included many outstanding names, most recently the great historian Carlo Ginzburg in 2013. We are very grateful for the generous support from the Dorot Foundation which makes this program possible. 

I am Stephen Corrsin, curator of the Dorot Jewish Division. Tonight, I feel very privileged to welcome George Prochnik, author of the new book The Impossible Exile: Stefan Zweig at the End of the World. This is truly a year of Stefan Zweig for the Library. Earlier this year, LIVE’s director, Paul Holdengräber, interviewed Wes Anderson, director of the wonderful new film—highly recommended—The Grand Budapest Hotel, which was inspired by Zweig’s writings. And I have to say personally that I took the opportunity to read quite a bit of Zweig. Paul puts me on these kind of reading programs before one of these lectures. 

Besides his new Impossible Exile, George Prochnik’s essays, poetry, and fiction have appeared in many journals. He has taught at Hebrew University in Jerusalem and is the author among other books of In Pursuit of Silence: Listening for Meaning in a World of Noise, published in 2010. And now I turn you over to Paul Holdengräber, Director of LIVE from NYPL.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much, Stephen, and actually you turn us both over, because we’re not going to begin with any introduction. As many of you know, for the last seven or eight years I’ve been asking my guests to give me a biography of themselves in seven words, a haiku of sorts or a tweet. And, George, you gave me seven words which I do not understand. So, if you could, I should hope that you can enlighten me a little bit and enlighten the audience; maybe the audience will understand it. You say, “Unapologetic lover of apologetic forms of life.” Now, what does this mean? (laughter) I mean, I know it’s seven words but beyond that I couldn’t understand what you meant.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: You know, I—Particularly thinking about aspects of Zweig that I did feel an affinity for. I thought, “I love people who exist with the need to justify their life all the time.” People who don’t in fact feel natural but who feel some sense of obligation to explain themselves before the world, who don’t—who feel capable of shame, sort of all those Jewish traits against the Homeric ideal.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s sort of everything.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I think we live in—we should live in an attitude of atonement in some way. Zweig also I think felt this very much, and it was all I could think of at the time that I was writing this.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, I feel fairly enlightened. Before saying anything else, thank very much the New York Review of Books, Pushkin Press, and of course the Other Press for all coming together tonight to celebrate Stefan Zweig and to of course celebrate George Prochnik’s great new book, The Impossible Exile, about Stefan Zweig, and I think it’s a very Zweigian moment in some way for three publishers to come together and to celebrate this one great writer. And in that spirit I would like to invite all of you who have come tonight so abundantly for a reception afterwards, which will happen in the periodics room just upstairs, so come and celebrate further with George. 

Now, George, before we begin anything, I’d like to show three images and for you to comment these images. So if we could show image number one. And maybe, I don’t know if we can turn—we can’t turn the lights really lower. Who is this man and where is he?

GEORGE PROCHNIK: This is Stefan Zweig on the steps of the New York Public Library in the spring of 1941, and he has his hat like a shield over his crotch and a book under his arm. He was, if we go, I believe—is the next image in this same series? Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Here he is on a double-decker bus.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But before, tell me a little bit more about him at the Library.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I was going to contextualize them. And we can go back, let us just quickly see the last of the three and then we’ll go back to the first. And here he is going through bookstalls on the street. There was a fellow refugee from Germany, Kurt Severin, who was given the task of photographing Zweig around the city that spring. And he—this photographer had previously worked photographing different indigenous tribes in central America, and clearly he was very good at showing peoples in their native habitats, and Zweig he thought it was important to always show touching books in some fashion. 

The reality is—and it’s unfortunately a bit difficult to see in these enlargements. Zweig looks incredibly uncomfortable and apprehensive in these pictures. The clutch to the book is the one thing that seems to give him some strength, and this spring of 1941, which was in fact nine months before he took his life, was a time of great difficulty and probably the determinative period in his sense of whether or not there could be a future. He can’t adjust to the city. He doesn’t know really where he’s going, what he’s doing. 

At one point, this same spring, within a few weeks of when this picture was taken, his good friend Klaus Mann, Thomas Mann’s son, who was in New York at the same time, bumped into Stefan Zweig on the street, and Zweig, who was always impeccably dressed and presented himself with—no matter what circumstances he had the ability to present a facade of great cosmopolitan élan, looked, Klaus Mann said, like a sleepwalker, disheveled, he seemed to be in a trance, he was only roused slightly when Klaus Mann called for his name. 

So there’s a powerful set of ironies in this group of pictures, which set out to depict Zweig in his element but show him so clearly not to be in his element, and show the ways that he was suffering. The libraries in America were the one thing that he consistently spoke of with great love and affection. In fact, really when he’s weighing the advantages that summer, that spring and summer, of going to Brazil or remaining in the United States, his concern is the loss of the libraries that he’s fallen in love with, both in New York City and in Yale.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The libraries but also the books.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: And the books themselves, the access to the books. He was—nothing speaks more to his character than his bibliophilia. Since he was a young man he was in love with books as physical objects. He spoke of printer’s ink being like the Rose of Shiraz to him. It’s a very fetishistic relationship to the book as an object, but a very profound one, and it went beyond just a collector’s fastidiousness.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It went beyond but also through.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Also through and also incorporated. I mean, people describe Zweig with his books. He said—There was a French psychoanalyst who remarked that when Zweig caressed the spine of a book, you really saw someone who knew how to hold a book. It’s this very eroticized picture of Zweig stroking, stroking his books and with his bookshelves. He surrounded himself—he saw them—he clearly saw—since he was a young man in Vienna, and, in fact, jumping ahead of ourselves, claustrophobic for all his love of the city and his parents’ home, he made books his vehicles of escape. They were in his own words like the chariot of Elijah that could take him away.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What you say reminds me of a quotation of Walter Benjamin who said that in objects there’s the sex appeal of the inanimate, and there is that feeling with Zweig. And you just before we came down this evening, you saw in our collection one of our—

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I did and it’s—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Say something about that letter. I know you don’t quite know who it was addressed to, but it’s interesting.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: We know enough, we know enough. This was a letter written that same summer. I believe probably—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Maybe the same day this picture was taken.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: A little later, because he was by this point. After Zweig was in New York in that spring, he rented a house, improbably, in Ossining, New York, he was about a mile uphill from Sing Sing prison. Everybody who visited him there thought this was a terrible mistake. It was a forlorn little house, and he had to ride the trains back and forth looking at Sing Sing, which at this moment in time I’m sure was not a pleasant picture for Zweig. And in fact his then wife Lotte remarks that the only thing of interest in Ossining is Sing Sing and about that one tries to forget. 

So he took this house, however, because he wanted to really immerse himself in his autobiography, which he’d been thinking about for a long time but had barely begun. Really had only, basically only notes, and the extraordinary thing about that summer is that he wrote close to four hundred pages in just over a month in that bitter little house on a hill above the Hudson.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you think the location helped him concentrate?

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Well, in this letter that we were just looking at to an editor at Viking Press, which was Zweig’s American publisher, he remarks, “Ossining has done its duty,” and he actually says in these words, “Depression helps me to write, and I had such a depression as I’ve never had, and this enabled me to write like”—this I’m now jumping into another letter to someone else at Viking—he says, “to write like seven devils.” He wrote as much as seventy pages in a handful of days. Poor Lotte was there trying to type up and keep track of what he was doing, was always way behind, and they even enlisted her, Lotte’s niece, to help get pages together and try to—I mean, I imagine this house filling and filling with pages and pages, and people who visited them said that they were really going rather insane. 

It was swelteringly hot, it was a terrible strain, clearly, and Zweig was working with a sense of not just urgency, but a sense of—not just urgency in terms of, in terms of wanting to get this story out but a sense that he wasn’t necessarily going to have another chance. And there was also, I believe—he says as much, a sense of not redemption but of perhaps hope that he could still pull off a feat of that magnitude. He wrote numerous people afterwards. This was almost a test for him, whether or not he could still manage to muster that degree of creative fecundity.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In this letter we saw, he does speak of the possibility that he will be able to go on, that he will be able to live on. I mean, he’s—he’s not—Of course we read backwards because we know what happened but at that moment he didn’t know.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: There are letters he wrote, surprisingly, up to within a couple of weeks of when he took his life in which he talks about embarking on a giant new novel. He—the decision was something he wavered on for a long time. I think that this summer in New York was pivotal in terms of the weight had gone over to that side of the equation, it became more and more likely. But he hadn’t made the decision.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now, George, I don’t want us to speak necessarily for some of the people here in code. I mean, some people may not have a complete clear idea on who Stefan Zweig is, and in a sense our conversation has been going on for a very long time.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Paul was indeed one of the people, one of two people, who told me to embark on this project, thought it was worthwhile, so I feel not only a sense of gratitude but a sense of enormous culpability.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Apologetically or unapologetically. 

GEORGE PROCHNIK: This was in my head as well.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now I’m beginning to understand what you said. But our conversation has been going on for as long as I’ve known you, for a decade here. But in a way it precedes us, because in a sense your book is in search of a family and maybe a father, and my life with my two parents being Austrian has also been a quest in some way to get close to them through the literature I have read, and I think we need in some way for you to tell us a little bit. Who is this extraordinarily famous writer who we are only now slowly as Steven said and others have said, slowly again in the English language is he becoming more and more known. He was, as everyone knows, in the 1920s and early 1930s one of the most translated and read writers. I grew up reading him when I was fourteen, fifteen, and sixteen, this is what my mother—my mother gave me to read. And indeed when he came to New York, he gave a lecture at Carnegie Hall where twenty-four hundred people went to hear Stefan Zweig speak. One wonders today who—which writer, American or otherwise, could fill Carnegie Hall up? So, who is Stefan Zweig? Tell us.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Well, it was certainly my difficulty figuring out who he was that kept me with him for so many years. You know, there’s the graphic novel arrow of his life which one could encapsulate as: Stefan Zweig was born into a quite but not completely assimilated Jewish family in Vienna in 1881. They were quite wealthy. His father had textile factories. And his mother was from a much more cosmopolitan family even than Stefan Zweig’s father. She had grown up partly in Italy and loved to speak Italian all the time that he was growing up. It was one of the languages that was very dear to Zweig’s heart. 

Zweig began writing when he was a very young man and was immediately embraced by some of the toughest Viennese critics, even someone who would later go on to become something of an adversary to him, Karl Kraus, who didn’t single him out too much, but did say of Zweig later on that he sometimes had the danger of feeling himself drowning in the shallowness of Zweig’s sentences. But Karl Kraus too—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We might come back to that.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Karl Kraus too thought that he was, as a young man, an author of enormous promise. Everyone was struck by his—even then by his prolificness as well. I mean, he began—he started with I believe two books of poems which found publishers right away and then he was writing, began writing novellas and he started writing for Vienna’s most important newspaper, in fact under Theodor Herzl, who made a remark after Zweig had begun writing for him, with all of the apprehension about this time, and this would have been right around the turn of the twentieth century, “Vienna need not worry too much, for we have young men like Stefan Zweig there to be the future,” and Herzl in fact tried to anoint Zweig as a kind of disciple within the movement of Zionism, which I don’t think we should get to right now.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think if we do, we’ll get stuck there.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: But in any case, Zweig had, as he himself said if not in exactly these words, a kind of Midas touch, it surprised him. He just couldn’t write anything that didn’t sell thousands upon thousands of copies. I mean, at one point he wrote later on a biography of Napoleon’s police chief, who was a thoroughly nasty character, there was no love interest in this story whatsoever, and he told his publisher to cut the run by half because he said, “No one’s going to want to read this,” and in fact it went at the original number, tens of thousands, and sold out in a matter of weeks. 

Why was Stefan Zweig so successful? I mean, there are different ways into that as well, and without wanting to get too lost in it, I’ll say two things. First of all, Zweig’s own explanation. In his memoir, which is called The World of Yesterday, Zweig talks about success as a surprise guest who shows up and is welcome but more someone to be amused by than someone that Zweig panted after, and he says he thinks that the reason he succeeded as much as he did was because of a radical character flaw, which was his own extreme impatience. He said, “I just get bored so easily.” Even in the great works, he wanted to propose an edition, in fact he did to some publishers, an edition of the classics of literature with all the boring stuff cut out. And he makes a list of works in this very shocking way.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And he never did it.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: He was never given license to do so. He might find it easier today.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That would be good for us.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: And he mentions even Thomas Mann in a little dig. I could—he spends so long and he took great joy, cutting, cutting, cutting.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But he took great joy also in cutting himself. 

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Exactly, that’s what I—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because I think it’s really important with his first wife, I remember one letter where he comes down and says, “I just did it!” because he had managed to make some book of his, which was maybe a short story, from a hundred pages to twenty. You probably know the context better.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Well, it’s just this: his joy at having made a much smaller work than he’d started out with was overflowing. And certainly his work does have this streamlined quality where we get caught in the narratives very, very quickly and they follow the arc of desire and of generally unfulfilled desire in ways that capture a lot of our own.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The arc of desire in one of his last stories, in The Chess Story or The Royal Game, however one wishes to translate it, the narrator says, “All my life I have been passionately interested in monomaniacs of any kind, people carried away by a single idea, people, as unworldly as they may seem, burrow like termites into their own particular material to construct in miniature a strange and utterly individual image of the world.”

GEORGE PROCHNIK: That’s a great quote and it is incredibly close to remarks that he also makes in his memoir about himself. He talks about this. When Zweig began university and then essentially took what we could call today a semester abroad in Berlin but writes of how instead of studying what he did was hang out in bars with all sorts of dubious drug addicts and gamblers and thieves and people with different sorts of—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Lives.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Lives and sexualities. And he says he finds himself most drawn to people who are really willing to live out their passion to the fullest and this is something that defines his fiction and his biographies as well. I was just going to say one final thing. Apart then from what Zweig himself, how he attributes, what he attributes the secret of his success to, I think it’s also appropriate to bring this up, today being the anniversary of Freud’s birthday as well. 

The other thing that’s important with how his stories, how his fiction in particular, works, is the intensity with which Zweig studied Freud early on. He became a friend of Freud’s when he was still a relatively young man. Their relationship continued right up until the end and in fact Stefan Zweig was the one who delivered the funeral oration at Golders Green after Freud died in 1939 in London, but I think that the study that Stefan Zweig wrote of Freud, which was published in 1931 was absolutely unique for that time. No one to my knowledge took Freud on biographically, conceptually, in terms of trying to understand the movement and what it was doing to such a comprehensive extent as Zweig did in that work, and I think that he did it—

He was trying to in a way that is now much more how Freud is used, he was trying to think what he could take from what Freud had learned and how he could apply this to works of the imagination. It’s a very unusual way to go about thinking of Freud at that time, but it’s clear that part of what made Zweig’s work so successful was his awareness of the unconscious lives of everyone, no matter what their social standing. I think, you know, Zweig was popular among all classes, all social classes, and this was because he was willing to grant a symphonically rich inner life to the most humble person. 

You know, he, I know someone whose father was Zweig’s banker in London and whose mother lived for a time in Zweig’s house in Bath, Bath, England, it was the last residence that Zweig had anywhere near Europe. And she talked about her expectations when she first met Zweig, of how she had this glorious image of a complete bohemian, and in fact when she met Zweig, he was all buttoned up, and very stiff and very formal. His manners were severe, if anything, and Zweig understood the discrepancy between these formal or mediocre facades that most of us carry through life and these tempestuous interiors, and I think the ways that he manages to grant that to even these characters living what on the surface are very ordinary lives is part of the enormous appeal of his writing.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like to read a passage early on in your book to give a sense of perhaps the why of this book, what you are trying to attempt. You say, “There are lives we turn to because of their genius, creative or malign, provokes an itch to snatch the secret, and then there are characters who seize our interest because they serve as a potent lens—as potent lenses refracting momentous times. Stefan Zweig, affluent Austrian citizen, restless wandering Jew, stupendously prolific author, tireless advocate of pan-European humanism, relentless networker, impeccable host, domestic hysteric, noble pacific, cheap populist, squeamish sensualist, dog lover, cat hater, book collector, alligator-shoe-wearer, dandy depressive, café enthusiast, sympathizer of lonely hearts, casual womanizer, man-ogler, suspected flasher, (laughter) convicted fabulist, fawner over the powerful, champion of the powerless, abject coward before the ravages of old age, unblinking stoic before the mysteries of the grave. Stefan Zweig falls into the category of those who incarnate the enchantments and corruptions of their environment.” So, upon reading that, the picture you portrayed a minute ago, which seemed to be of an amorous kind, is mitigated here by an ambivalence, too. 

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I wouldn’t say mitigated, I would say complicated. I mean, it was certainly the ways that he was not a pure hero that made him a subject that I wanted to spend as much time with as I ultimately did. He was so invested in so many different intellectual movements of his era, most of them very positive ones, I mean, as you read in that passage, his pan-European—his work on behalf of pan-Europeanism was really tireless and after the First World War Zweig in fact said that he had no interest in being a literary celebrity. He wanted to become a moral authority, and he was so venerated by young people that he was able actually to host these kind of—people spoke of them as very nonhierarchical salons where he really listened to young authors and young intellectuals and tried to nurture them along in line with the goals that he saw as essential for the survival of the continent.

Because Zweig, as became clear later on, was one of those who really understood that the First World War and the Second World War cannot be separated, there was sort of one conflict. What he wrote about at one point quite powerfully was that the conflict that was beginning to emerge in 1932 that he saw with the rise of fascism, he saw it as the turning onto internal foes of all those forces of hatred that had been directed towards external foes and he was thinking clearly of Germany’s relationship to its ethnic minorities at that point in time. But Zweig wanted to present to the world in his work a kaleidoscopic panorama of humanity. I think that’s the main accomplishment is making us look at so many different types and he himself I felt as an author offered that kind of multiplicity of personae that it was hypnotizing to keep looking at him and feeling, I couldn’t quite—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So the potent lens, so he is the prism through which you are able to begin to understand and grasp a period.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: A period and also as you broached earlier, something perhaps of my own family’s history. My father is from Vienna, and they escaped Vienna late and at great peril. And I had thought for a long time obviously, I would have, about their story of going into exile and what their exile became in the New World and in particular what Zweig’s story as a story of exile offered me was a way to think about the predicaments of exile that aren’t resolved once you attain actual freedom. Because my family, like all those families that made it over alive, on the one hand it’s a story that you can tell as they were in all sorts of trouble and somehow or other they got away from the Gestapo and they crossed borders and they lost possessions and they did this and they did that but miraculously they show up on the New World’s shores, and then my grandparents managed to get both their children into Boston Latin School and Harvard and it’s a wonderful success story, the end. But I knew that my father’s family was ravaged in abiding ways by what they lost and by their inability to orient themselves successfully here and Zweig’s utter failure as an exile. I mean, he was just—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What does that mean, a failure as an exile?

GEORGE PROCHNIK: There were exiles who did much better with it. I mean—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You write about happy exiles.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: One of the, I think we should also go back slightly. I mean, one thing that’s interesting about Zweig’s writing is that he speaks in a valedictory way about the idea of exile in a number of places before actually going into exile, critically. In that biography of Napoleon’s police chief, he actually has a hymn to exile and he remarks that all the greatest messages to mankind—Jesus and Muhammad and Buddha and he just goes through a list, they were all written from exile, and he writes this extraordinary paean, and then it’s not quite the same once it’s actually happening to him, and this is something that recurs in Zweig’s story. Is that he charts the fate of the characters, real or fictionalized, focusing on aspects of their stories that in some way he then seems to live out. It is an uncanny truth and nowhere is this more the case than in exile, but where were we going with this?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m not exactly sure but it doesn’t really matter. What I’d like to—you know I could ask you I suppose about the title, but maybe not. 

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Let me just say one more thing about that. There were exiles, clearly, who managed partly by not looking back over their shoulder in the manner of Lot’s wife in the Bible, not doing that, to set up an existence in the United States or in South America that went okay, but the ones who looked backwards—and no one looked backwards more than Zweig did—were torn apart.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What was he lacking? What fiber was he lacking to be able—I mean, let me lead this a little bit in a direction. The aesthete, the dandy, the man who so loves books and who has to give them all up and who goes to South America and leaves everything behind and has nothing left, he needs to rely on something internal to survive and somehow Zweig’s life became depleted.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I think in a way that observation points two different directions at once because what he had to rely on increasingly was his sense of inner freedom which was to him as he says also in his official suicide note, the highest good to him on earth, he had to rely on this, but his inner freedom ultimately was what I think convinced him that he had the right to take his life, so what he lacked was not an inner resource in that sense. 

You know, I don’t think it can be overstated how tired Zweig was by February of 1942 when he took his life in Brazil. He had just turned sixty in November. He felt he’d restarted his life repeatedly, and even though he was so much more fortunate than most exiles in that he did have still, his works were still popular and he wasn’t either physically injured or financially crippled by the experience of exile. For decades he devoted himself to promoting this dream of a Europe that would embody his values of higher cultural enlightenment, tolerance, humanism. It was really where he’d invested as much energy as he had in his writing and he saw that absolutely destroyed as a project. There’s an incredible interview that he gave in 1935. 1935 he came to the United States to New York on part of a lecture tour, and he—Zweig had been resisting coming out with strong statements against the Nazis until then.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Very much.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Very much, and we can talk about that as well. But he came to the city and his publisher at Viking held a press conference, arranged a press conference for him, and all of the reporters there, particularly from the Jewish press, expected that this would be the moment when Zweig came out and spoke powerfully against Hitler. But he didn’t, he sort of darted and wove and he kept saying, “I’m a writer, I’m not a politician, and I’m an artist, artists don’t do that.” And the press asked him, “Well, why exactly don’t artists do that?” And Zweig essentially attributed it, the apolitical nature of his sense of what an artist did to the way that an artist had to be able to empathize with all sides of a position, so they couldn’t do the work of a politician. But he made, finally, what was a very problematic if fascinatingly equivocal series of statements about why he couldn’t come out strongly saying anything against Germany and I think as a side note that part of what was going on was his conviction that even as late as 1935 it might be possible to appeal to the better instincts of the Germans themselves.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you think he was—I mean, he certainly was misguided.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: He was misguided, but it is a remarkable fact that a work he wrote, one of his most interesting biographies, a biography of Erasmus, would—Erasmus was a hero to him as this great Renaissance humanist, and this book of Erasmus is essentially about the battle between Erasmus and Martin Luther. Zweig explicitly described himself as an Erasmian figure repeatedly and Martin Luther he allegorizes with Hitler. This book was still being sold in Nazi Germany and selling well. I don’t understand exactly how this happened. But the fact that he was a bestseller, still a bestseller in Germany then, at least sometimes with some works, must have made it harder for him to believe that the German Volk were absolutely lost to the great cultural legacy of Germany.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Or maybe he was just benefiting from this.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I don’t think he was benefiting.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m trying to say this because, you know, I have to—I mean, I have to say this. I adore Stefan Zweig. I think he’s an extraordinary writer, and I encourage you all to not only get George Prochnik’s book, but many of the short stories and The World of Yesterday and his biographies, they’re extraordinary. But I also feel a certain ambivalence which is in a way growing in me, which is surprising, you know. I thought I would come back to Zweig with the same amount of passion and love I had had as an adolescent. 

GEORGE PROCHNIK: But surely I think that these complications can increase our sense of passion for a character.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They can, but at the same time I’m reminded of the Richard Strauss story and I’m reminded of the fact that you know he was Strauss and The Silent Woman, the libretto he wrote for Strauss, his opera, was able to be performed even at the height of a terrible moment in German history, so I’m sometime thinking that Zweig managed to by not stating a strong opposition, he managed to survive a certain situation until he couldn’t anymore. 

GEORGE PROCHNIK: This is clearly also the case, but I think that it’s right to feel ambivalent about Zweig and nobody could have been more ambivalent about Zweig than Zweig himself. But I think that there were principles behind his decision as well. He—right around the time of this press conference that I started to speak of, which was this critical moment when he might have turned into one of these—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When everybody was waiting for him to say. 

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Everybody was waiting. He’s writing letters in which he speaks of how he can only work as a conciliator. He sees himself—he says, “I cannot be a hammer nor will I be an anvil,” in one letter. “I work in the most difficult place of all, the no-man’s-land between the trenches.” He saw an obligation. In the same way that he saw himself as trying to rise above politics, he really believed—I think that this is true, that through certain kinds of dedication to culture, people themselves could rise above politics. He saw politics as hopelessly screwed. I mean, you know, and I mean, look at the quagmire of our governmental process here and then think about what he was witnessing. 

His difficulties with engaging in a really intense way with the political process in Austria or in Germany in the late 1920s early 1930s I understand—I think we can understand why it might have been hard for him. And it was also the case that he said one other reason for his silence. You know, he said, if he had spoken out, he later said to someone, about the Jews at the point, he was convinced, and in fact this did happen historically, that the Jews who were still stuck inside of Germany would have suffered from his public denunciation of what Hitler was doing. That they would have intensified the suffering. This isn’t to justify his silence in all situations, of course not, but where I think—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re trying to contextualize that silence. 

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I think it has to be contextualized and I think also—we have to go, we have to in a way go way back with Zweig and think about where he began to formulate what was I would say the closest thing he had to a philosophy—not just of art—but a philosophy of what it meant to be a humanist. He wrote a biography as a young man, of a Belgian poet, Émile Verhaeren, I’m sure you know this work, and one of the chapters in this book is actually called “The Ethics of Fervor,” “The Ethics of Fervor.” And he writes in it, there are lines such as “all criticism is sterile—the more a man admires, the more he possesses.” 

Interestingly, part of what he was trying to channel was Walt Whitman’s universe-embracing philosophy of life. He loved Whitman intensely and in fact there’s a funny anecdote. His first trip to New York was in 1911 and he was so enamored of the idea that he was in the country where Whitman came from that he went straight up to his hotel receptionist and said, “Where’s Whitman’s house? Where can I go see it?” And this poor man who was an Italian immigrant just stared at him like he was insane. So Zweig, in a rather touching way, tries to take Whitman’s philosophy of the brotherhood of humanity and impose that set of sweeping universal passions on this very fraught situation in Central Europe and he felt—and the reason this relates to his political problem is he falls victim to it again and again even though he backtracks a bit, and in fact the most problematic moment of Zweig’s political statements occurs in September 1930, which was a critical election in Germany when the Nazi Party bumped up from I think just under a million to over six million votes. And Zweig makes this statement sort of saying, “well,  you know, this is not such a great thing, but it’s an unwise if sort of understandable revolt of youth against basically hide-bound politics.” He was so—he was so in love with the potential of human enthusiasm to disrupt—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But the dangers of enthusiasm.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: And this he was very slow to understand and I think, going back to your initial question about what inner resources he lacked—because he had devoted himself so much to the ideas of essentially rhapsodic politics, when those were revealed to have such universe-engulfing destructive potential it really threw him. And the last thing that’s important to bring up about that moment in 1935 is there was one reporter, a guy named Joseph Brainin, who went on to cover the Rosenbergs, who was so troubled by Zweig’s responses that he later interviewed him in private, and he kept trying to press him again and again and again. Zweig dodged and danced like a certain kind of boxer. 

But at a certain point Zweig started speaking about his experience of Europe having divided itself into, as he put it, splitting up into these little cubicles. And Brainard said he actually had the sensation as though when Zweig spoke about Europe’s dismemberment this man was speaking about his own physical dismemberment. He had identified himself with the entirety of the continent in such a complete and deep way that it just killed him when it fell apart.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like us to talk a little bit about the book that for me, growing up, really functioned like a sourcebook. I remember being maybe eighteen or nineteen or twenty, when I—one of the only remaining possessions I had from my grandfather on my mother’s side was The World of Yesterday that he had brought from the years he had spent living in Haiti during the Second World War and I remember reading you know and underlining Hugo von Hofmannsthal and Arthur Schnitzler and Peter Altenberg and all of these extraordinary names which came to mean a lot to me later. The World of Yesterday for you was not quite the entrance point to discover Zweig but perhaps the most—one of the most substantial ones. Why so? Why so and also are there limitations to the world he describes as “the world of yesterday” in it?

GEORGE PROCHNIK: That’s a Zweigian kaleidoscope of a question.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I can make it a little more complicated for you—

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Please.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: —by quoting a line I very much like of Clive James that I know you’re aware of. He says, “His World of Yesterday was a never-never land. He was always looking for concrete tangible realizations of a coherence that can exist nowhere except in the spirit.”

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Well, let’s then start with that point. Certainly something that Zweig was frequently taken to task for is a ridiculous nostalgia about what this world of yesterday was. People point to in fact the underlying political complexities even of the golden age that he writes about and have charged Zweig with terrible blindness. But it’s not so simple because Zweig says in the introduction to The World of Yesterday that he was aware that his father’s world was based on delusions early on and how much more so now as he’s writing this is he smeared into the reality that the world wasn’t this tolerant, secure, aesthetically grand—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The golden age of security.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Utopia. Which we should also talk about, security. But he says even now, this is writing in that bungalow in Ossining, something in me can’t quite sacrifice that illusion. And if illusion it was, it was at least a noble illusion that our fathers served and I believe—we can talk about this if you like—but that for many reasons Zweig thought that in fact illusions could perform real work towards inspiring people to different kinds of social reforms, different sorts of actual change in the balance between rich and poor and even ideas of tolerance. He ends up saying, “I’m writing about a dream but what can we learn from this dream?” 

And I came to feel of The World of Yesterday that part of the way to think of this book as like a message in a bottle. We imagine this man madly scribbling in his purple pen in this hot little house in this dreary spot. Day after day he’s just pouring out these pages, pouring them out and pouring them out. And he’s not trying to capture exactly what the world was, but what he is trying to say is, “Okay, look at this dream that was a shared dream, at least. A shared dream.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And that dream was a dream of what?

GEORGE PROCHNIK: That dream was a dream based on humanism first and foremost. He writes about Vienna as a city where the fundamental philosophy was “live and let live.” And also a city of beautiful heterogeneity, beautiful, he talks about what it was like just seeing the different clothes that people from Bohemia and Transylvania and Ruthenia and Galicia and all of these different peoples preserved such an extraordinarily vivid idiosyncrasy of being. And this was always what Zweig was devoted to in a quite beautiful way, and one of the aspects of his character both as a writer and as an individual that I really do love is his deep tolerance and fascination with human—the disparateness of humanity. 

He invests Vienna with a plethora of cultural and ethnic richness and says people more or less got along and this is something that the world can study and perhaps learn from and he says that they really, they did it because of artistic experience. There’s a powerful, a very powerful scene, that he in fact writes about in many, in many places where immediately after the First World War when Vienna was decimated, they couldn’t even light the streetlights, he talks about going to attend an opera performance and he talks about stumbling freezing through the streets. The audience gets into the—what’s left of the opera house in shabby coats that don’t keep them warm enough, the singers are hollow-cheeked and clearly partly starving and everyone is standing there—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But they are there for the love of art.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: They’re there for the love of art. And when they begin to sing he describes the moment as sublime for everyone there. They’re taken out of themselves and taken to a better place. That’s not—that’s not an illusion.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re doing an extraordinary job, I find, of defending him. (laughter) I mean, really, but in a sense I wonder if—if the ambivalence can’t be brought out too. When I read that Clive James line to you, there’s something in that, but there’s also something in another line that Clive James uses in the same book. “The question remains whether Zweig had valued the gathering too much,” and the gathering he talks about is the gathering that Zweig himself performed in not any more Vienna, but in Salzburg, where he brought together the whole universe—doctors and lawyers and musicians and artists—and just on the other side was another man who destroyed that gathering and whether in some way Zweig nearly closed himself—as much as he opened himself up to the world, he also didn’t look at the whole of the world that was happening around him, a little bit like one of his great, great stories that I know we both love called “Buchmendel,” where a man in a coffee shop knows everything that is happening in the world of books and bibliography but doesn’t quite notice that the First World War has erupted.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Right. Well, you know, I’m completely wiling to problematize Zweig, but I think there has been an impulse among his critics to overly simplify his consciousness of social difficulties within Austria and within Europe as a whole. In the most famous attack, really, on Zweig, which I know you want to speak of, and the most—and it’s a bravura essay, the essay by Hannah Arendt, who wrote a review of The World of Yesterday immediately after Zweig’s death. I think it was published in the Aufbau, a refugee paper here in New York in 1943 if I remember. She charges him among other things with having failed to recognize the enormous problem of the interwar unemployment in Vienna. But he does write about it. 

You know, she says it’s never mentioned once in The World of Yesterday. Well, it is mentioned. It’s not dwelt upon as much as it perhaps should be. But it’s mentioned and he writes about it in other places as well, and the novella which was unfortunately unpublished in his lifetime and not quite completed, has been reissued now and I encourage people to read it. Post-Office Girl is all about the corrosiveness of the economic inequalities that arose in the postwar period with the war profiteers, etc. 

So—I—I—you know, there’s what he didn’t do, I mean. He could have given much more of himself to actively supporting the very noble socialist government that came into being after the First World War in Vienna in particular. Vienna, Vienna became for a time really the most socially progressive city in Europe. There were enormous housing blocks built for workers, which you can still see today which became a model throughout the continent for lots of different social groups. Zweig—his wife in a kind of biographical study that she wrote about him said that the socialists thought of Zweig as one of them but didn’t look to him for practical help. 

There is one exception, though. After the First World War, he settled in Salzburg, as you said, which also had a strong socialist government at the time. And this government called upon the writers and intellectuals to offer free classes to—in different aspects of the Austrian European cultural legacy—to the workers. And Zweig was very, very engaged with that project. He believed so strongly in what education could do in terms of enfranchising populations that were left out of that beautiful trellis, gilded trellis life that he lived on his hill above the city. But he really did want to bring other people up there with him, and he was known among different sorts of impoverished poets as someone who would always lend a hand. You know, it didn’t matter that they were unknown, what have you. He tried—that was the way he expressed it and obviously education was not enough. 

And I want to just say one more thing, because it’s worth pointing out. I was rereading recently this Erasmus book, which he published in the first year of his exile, which was 1934. Zweig went into exile from Austria preemptorily and he wrote this study which was really in a way, he called it a veiled autobiography. And there’s a big chunk of a chapter in which he talks about the flaws of the Renaissance humanists in words that directly foreshadow Arendt’s critique of him and his peers.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s interesting the foreshadowing and then there may be he didn’t quite see it himself for himself.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: He clearly didn’t know what to do about. He identified. You know, he was a diagnostician but not a healer in that sense. And I think that pervades also his project as a writer of fiction.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When I was thinking about The World of Yesterday again, I was remembering, in the vein of Clive James’s piece, a line from Milan Kundera where Kundera says that a European is someone who longs for Europe. And there is some of that nostalgia in Zweig. Deeply wounded nostalgia. I’m curious now about your own project, and what this book is, because I’m not exactly sure. I’m not sure is it a biography? I don’t think so.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I never thought I was writing a biography.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You resisted that, no. At one point it was going to be perhaps a novel.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I did consider that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And now it is—well, rather than you saying what it is I would like us to, to show the clip number one if we could. Is it working? What is happening there?

GEORGE PROCHNIK: This is a garden party in Salzburg in the summer of 1933.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This is something you sent to me which is quite extraordinary. Probably the only time we see Zweig.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: There may be one or two other fragments, but I haven’t been able to trace it. As the camera, as we pan left, there’s Stefan Zweig. We have to think about the context of this joyful scene. The Salzburg Festival that year was being—there were all sorts of acts of active sabotage by the Nazis. This was, things were already over to some extent. The Nazis had instituted a thousand-mark tariff to prevent Germans from actually crossing over the border. Salzburg is right on the border with Germany. And they, the festival had been an equal production of Germans and Austrians. If anything more Germans were involved. They couldn’t easily get back and forth across the border. There were all sorts of acts of intimidation. They tied firecrackers to telephone or telegraph lines and made them go off to make people think there were bombs going off. There were formations of fighter planes that flew overhead. And this image of Zweig is so—to me so dreamy and so poignant where we still see him as this social animal. We see his grace and balletic quality to what he does. I’ve looked at this fragment and there may be one or two seconds more somewhere.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, but I’m just wondering why did you want me to show—you wanted me to show this.

(laughter)

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I just can’t stop looking at it. You know, he’s—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You wanted me to show this and I want the others, in a minute I want the public here to see all the other images you wanted me to show tonight. And I want to ask you about that impulse, nearly a pilgrim’s impulse, that is at work in this book, which isn’t—

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I don’t—I mean, something I’ve been thinking about recently—I don’t believe that there is. There is no single splinter of the true cross that I think can bring us right up against a vanished life.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d love to maintain that sentence. There’s no single splinter of a vanished life that can—

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Bring us right up against that past reality. But perhaps through some much more imbricated dense miasma of objects and images I think we can sometimes conjure something of the aura of a moment.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So in a way you’re going back to some of the fetishism and the tactile quality.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: But it’s an orgiastic fetishism (laughter) in that I’m not limiting myself to shoes. I mean, I’m trying to really—to be said that I’m fetishizing a welter, a big batch of objects.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s look at some of that orgiastic fetishism. If we could go through the various images from four to twelve, and you can speak over them a little bit.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Yeah, so that’s—this is the apartment building in which Zweig grew up in the center of Vienna. That’s his first bachelor’s apartment in Vienna. In fact his only apartment. He didn’t live there as an adult, but he went back and forth very frequently. 

This is the little house in Ossining, the little house on the hill which when I—where he wrote The World of Yesterday—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The first draft.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: The first draft. It’s a pretty brooding spot. When I went and knocked on the door there was a big—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Wait a second. Go ahead.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Do you have an image of it? There was a big decal that said “Beware of Occupants.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There it is.

(laughter)

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Along with some wizards and things like that were hanging in a window. But this is going downhill where he would have gone on his way to the train station.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Where he would—let’s stop there a minute. Where he would have gone. George, I’m interested in that because your book is a retracing in so many ways it’s—

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Well, one thing also.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: On the footsteps of.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: And there were so many footsteps, and that was another reason that I was attracted to his story. There were so many photographs and so many places. I would have found it very hard to work with a little kit of relics from a life. But was anyone photographed so much as him in that time? I mean, I’m sure there were people. But I couldn’t have had more photographs to look at or more letters to hold or more objects to think about or more places to visit and paths that he’d written about.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But these are photos you took.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: These are photos I took on a sort of effort to—you know, when I traveled for this book, and I did a lot of it, I really tried to not know where I’m going. I tried to disorient myself and in this way I think of something that Zweig himself said about travel where he said, “You know, we don’t only travel for love of far-off places. We also travel to get away from our home, to get away from ourselves.” And travel can certainly and for me does help me enter into a state of receptivity, and so I would just wander around sometimes as I remember one trip when I came back and visited you and Barbara almost immediately afterwards. I’d gone to Vienna and I realized at a certain point in that trip I had no idea what I was doing there. It was incredibly hot—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I recall.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: And I had just stumbled around the streets, maybe a bit like shabby, sleepwalking Zweig in the spring of 1941. But I really—I didn’t know what I was doing, but in a way I look for that, because if I don’t know what I’m doing maybe I’m outside of myself enough that something will happen. And I do believe there are these fortuitous moments or charged moments that we can take something from when we’re trying to recapture a life. I mean, you have to have a bit of belief in ghosts, I think, I mean, without saying what they are. You can’t believe the dead are all the way gone or you don’t start a project of any—with any sort of affiliation to the biographical event. You have to—you have to believe that these specters are still among us, because they inhabit us. And you began by talking about this isn’t only a conversation between us but in some way also embraces our families and our families’ history in that city. Those beings are embraced in our presence here tonight in some way, literally, genetically. It’s not—we don’t have to be entirely occult about it and so—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, you say, very movingly and not unlike your wife wrote in her book about Middlemarch that this journey brought you back. The line exactly, it’s sort of amazing, the parallels. “When I began reading Zweig’s work and researching his life I found that his story brought my grandparents closer, and this has made me reluctant to leave the study even after many years.”

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I felt both a sense of obligation and a sense of solace in whatever presence I could conjure of the world that they inhabited. It was also for us, for people whose families became refugees from that city, it was an immensity of loss because—that I think makes the sense of responsibility to regather that much more acute. Vienna, as I do hope I show in the book, was by no means idyllic. It was viciously competitive and had all these sinister sides. But also, my God, was it beautiful at times, and what the enraptured aesthetic both dedication of individuals and what looms before you in the architecture and the lives that people led with all of the problems were often pretty good in that city. Not always.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And then—pretty good in that city and we know that story to some extent but the story we don’t know is that one of the greatest inhabitants of this city would have this as a view. 

GEORGE PROCHNIK: It was so surprising to me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And that is I think partly what the shards.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: That was one of—when I first began thinking about the book, one of the first things I did was to go up to Ossining and look at that house, which was at that point really falling apart.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And a mile from Sing Sing.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: And I just thought, “How could this be?” What was it like for this person who had known everyone in Vienna—friends with Sigmund Freud.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And everybody had known him.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Everybody had known him and everybody had sought him out, within such vast different intellectual circles, et cetera, et cetera, and then suddenly there you are. I mean, and conjuring all this back, and, you know, and to go back to your question of what this book is. Certainly it’s a hybrid portrait which tries to bring together elements, you know, of my family’s story and of Zweig’s story and of meditations on what exile as a condition is beyond Zweig, hopefully in ways that resonate with the exile condition today. But also this book, it’s a response of amazement, I mean wonder at the contrasts that you can still touch today about—the different worlds that Zweig inhabited. What it was to go from the center of the inner ring to this, I mean it’s—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s look at a few other images.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: This is the balcony of his small, very small house in Petropolis. This was in fact surely one of the last views that Zweig saw. And that’s their gravestones. Stefan Zweig and his twenty-seven-years-younger second wife Lotte, who killed herself with him with an overdose of sleeping tablets, and whose death I found it impossible, really, to reconcile with in a way that Stefan Zweig when you immerse yourself in his story and his exhaustion, it’s another set of problems. Lotte had—her family had almost perhaps all, at least almost all, made it out of Germany and were well situated in England, where they’d had relatives for a long time. She loved dearly her niece, who lived with the Zweigs in Bath and who the Zweigs were sort of guardians for while they were in Ossining. There were—there was a great deal of life still in this woman, was my feeling, and there is forensic evidence that she took her life after Stefan Zweig, and I’ve thought about what that time alone was, and wondered many things which I won’t repeat now.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No—that’s where, I won’t have you repeat that now, but that’s where you must read the book because to write about suicide is always extremely complex and the motivations for it sort of elude us but it’s very interesting how you take us into what you imagine to be her consciousness at that moment and where we find her.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Critically I want to say I try to present possibilities.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, no, no, no, I—let’s look at a couple more. This image, which you posted today on your Twitter feed.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I was very happy to find this.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I must say. You posted it today. I’m also responsible not only for in some way inspiring you with many others to write this book, but I’m also responsible for having you begin a Twitter account, (laughter) so I feel that I have—

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Double burden of guilt.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I really have made a great difference in your life. But I was really, when I, when this came up this afternoon.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: These are Zweig’s alligator shoes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah. These are Zweig’s alligator shoes and I’m thinking, “My goodness, George is really trying to get to him through every possible means, including the shoes.”

GEORGE PROCHNIK: The amazing thing about that, you can’t see it, but that little tag says, in so many words, “I hereby certify these are Stefan Zweig’s shoes,” you know, from the house—he left them in Bath. They are—they are—they are—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What is this impulse, though? I mean, you know, I’m not going to read it now because we will slowly wind down.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: We should talk about sex before we stop.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s talk about sex before we stop, but I want to talk a little bit more about the impulse of all these pictures. You know, today is, as we know, the 158th birthday of Sigmund Freud, and there’s this wonderful letter he wrote to his fiancée then, saying that he was going to burn and indeed he did burn all of his letters, all of his medical essays that were not complete, because he didn’t, he didn’t want to leave traces, he wanted to start afresh. And in your case you’re bringing—

GEORGE PROCHNIK: But I’ll tell you something interesting. The amazing thing is that so much remains but Zweig had a huge bonfire doing exactly this, first in Salzburg, where he destroyed we don’t know how many hundreds and hundreds of pages and letters. And then he did it again in Petropolis. I mean, people talked about a very, very long fire.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He did that and then there’s this extraordinary passage in your book where you say when the burning of the books happened that Zweig was quite proud that his work was there together with Thomas Mann’s and others.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: It’s really sad. You know he talks—Zweig is always very humble about his abilities as a writer relative to the figures who he positions as luminaries, Thomas Mann being one of them. And he writes sort of sadly that I just was so honored to be associated with these figures as our work went up in smoke. You know? It’s a little perverse, also, I think and gets at—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So before we talk about sex, just very briefly, this biographical impulse towards the shards which somehow will illuminate. I want to understand better what it is you’re, how they help you, how all these images help you, how retracing the footsteps of the character help you. How these pilgrimages, which in some way are not unlike My Life in Middlemarch, where you go back, you go back again and again and again in this case differently from Rebecca Mead for whom the work of Middlemarch was so important for the last three decades of her life. Zweig in your case was a fairly late discovery. But now you’ve caught up. You are following him with great intensity and with passion and indeed with what he spoke about earlier, what you spoke about earlier he had mentioned in his Verhaeren essay with incredible fervor. So I’m wondering—

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Certainly one of the key features of Zweig’s character was an extraordinary capacity for empathy. This both is rendered in his fictional work and was also something that people talked about, commented on, in all sorts of different contexts about how he went through the world. One of his difficulties, again, with being a strong political voice had something to do with this overweening identification particularly with suffering and there’s a famous moment where he’s in the presence of Franz Werfel and a number of other refugee intellectuals and they’re speaking about Germany having gotten a good blow of some sort. There’d been a massive devastation, a successful attack, and I think numbers of lives lost were quoted. And Zweig apparently just turned white at this point, he just—he began shaking, because he could not valorize the loss of life. 

When he wrote in one of his last letters, “Every time a building falls in a bombardment, I fall with that building.” Beware of Pity, the opening statement of that novel, which I encourage everyone to read—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And which in a way is—

GEORGE PROCHNIK: It’s Zweig’s one completed novel. He sets up these two types of compassion that humanity can exercise. There is one type of pity in which basically what we’re doing is getting someone off our back. “I’m so, so sorry, oh, that’s just terrible, it’s just terrible,” it’s just getting rid of the problem, and then he writes, there’s another kind of pity where the compassionate person stands with the subject, the object of their compassion, he writes to the end and beyond, an absolute, in other words, identification with a fellow, another person’s suffering. 

When I undertook this project and was thinking about how to approach Zweig’s life, I certainly wanted to try to invoke in myself as much empathy for not only his own story but for all of the different stories and worlds that he touched as he passed through life. In this way I felt blessed to have the abundance of things, of material residue of his being, that I did, because all of these—all of these disparate constituents of what had been his character and his experience were kind of keys that opened tiny little, you know, nothing opens a door, I think, for a few things open a door, no door opened for me as a biographer, but little chinks, maybe, little chinks lets in a little bit of life.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Beware of Pity was a novel that inspired Wes Anderson, I believe.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: It was the first—that is correct, and it was his first real wonder that Zweig was as neglected as he has been.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Sex.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Sex. I do want to bring up sex because in a way it comes—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You asked me, I mean, you sent me all these photographs and then in the green room you said, “Let’s not forget to talk about sex.”

GEORGE PROCHNIK: And all the more so now, because you’ve said that I’m defending Zweig too much. I’m not sure that discussing—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m not even sure that—you know, I think it’s more that I feel like a somewhat of a forsaken lover, and I don’t think you’re defending him all too much. I think.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: And I’m not sure this is an attack, but it complicates him a little bit more.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, I’m going to defend him, then. (laughter) Go ahead.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: There’s one very strange aspect of The World of Yesterday. So he has this experience of writing this four-hundred-page draft of the work in Ossining. Then he goes to Brazil, and in Brazil he does a lot of revising. But he also adds one entirely new chapter. And this chapter is in fact a chapter about sexuality in Vienna, and it is one of the most historically important chapters in the book. Scholars I’ve spoken with said that it may be the only real portrait that we have, or the only truly detailed portrait of the underworld of sexuality in the city that exists in that era, and the amazing thing about this chapter—Zweig basically says that we were brutally repressed growing up and that because through our costumes and through social laws we were forbidden from any sort of normative expression of our erotic life, it found outlets in all sorts of nasty postcards that were passed back and forth under the tables in cafés and in strange encounters in curtained-off sections in restaurants and in all of this vast army of prostitution, which when he describes it it sounds like present-day, parts of present-day Bangkok, you know, there were these armies. Literally he describes them as an army of prostitutes with all different kinds of ranks, if you were a street girl, if you were in certain kinds of brothels, et cetera, et cetera. He goes through this detailed and amazing portrayal of how tortuous sexuality was. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And writing this from Brazil.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: From Brazil. It was like this strange secret afterthought that’s just inserted into the leaves of the book, at the last possible moment, literally the last—the last—the last—month, two months, something of his life. And then he does this remarkable thing that I don’t think people have looked at enough. So I’ll encourage you to look at this in his book and then see my own efforts to reflect on it to an extent. He says, you know, “Sometimes today young people, they come up to me and say, ‘Oh, it was so wonderful when you were young. You had this marvelous education and you had all this culture to look at and you could travel wherever you wanted,’” and he goes through the roster of all of the values that we have seen Stefan Zweig pine for through his writing and through his formal writing, published writing, and through his letters, and then suddenly says, “I hate to tell them, but actually they have it better.” 

And you’re just reading this and why do they—what is he saying? And he says, “Because, you know, half my friends had a venereal disease that forced them to go to some awful doctor and the others were tortured by shame and it broke up their relationship with their family,” and he goes through the list of erotic humiliations that were suffered by his peers and he says, “Today when I look around at young people holding hands and walking around and they’re so healthy and they look so nice. It’s like this is better.” 

What does this even mean in terms of Zweig’s whole project? I sort of imagine him going down to the beach on Rio and it’s like, “Well, things aren’t so bad.” (laughter) You know, he sort of has this moment of sexual disorientation. I mean, it’s like he’s walking through Washington Square Park in the spring and suddenly the whole world of doom and gloom just kind of shifts for him. He says, this is better than the Bildung, this is more important, this vitality of youth’s erotic expression. This is I think a very complicated thing that’s happening.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I would say and what is also so interesting is that during that same time in Brazil and we’ll talk about this briefly. During that same time in Brazil he’s writing—you know, you have this line that I adore where you say that Stefan Zweig was an extrovert who needed to become an introvert.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Who liked to think of himself as an introvert.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, and liked to fantasize about himself as an introvert. During that same time in Brazil he’s writing under the worst conditions perhaps of his life, having sort of vanished the conditions that made his life great having vanished, he writes these introspective books, including an essay on Montaigne.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Right, right, who became a model for him.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which he couldn’t read when he was young but then understood the importance of at that moment.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: No, he makes a remark that actually does make me think of Rebecca’s wonderful book on Middlemarch, where he talks about the idea that there are books or parts of books that come to you at particular periods in life that are right for you as you mature. I mean, yes, one thing that is terribly sad, along with everything else, about the end of Zweig’s life is he was doing some of his best writing, there’s no question. There’s just no question. I think The Royal Game—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But he didn’t feel it. 

GEORGE PROCHNIK: He didn’t. He keeps saying, “I don’t feel any pep. I know, whatever you tell me, it’s good, it’s not good,” but it’s like, “It doesn’t give me any happiness.” So he’s writing, he’s finishing his memoir, he writes this amazing novella, he’s working on his Montaigne, he’s working on—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The novella The Chess Game—

GEORGE PROCHNIK: The Chess Game, which I just think is it’s remarkable—it’s the only novella in which he directly engages with life after Hitler’s ascendancy, and it’s a remarkable allegory I believe for what Vienna as a city in which imagination overtook reality, it’s a great work, and yet it brought him no joy, and he says at one point—you know, he was—Zweig was so—and this comes back to really where we began with some of the questions of his fame. Zweig saw his fame as nurtured by a living community. What he cared about with writing in a way that resonates with some of the ways we today think of our relationship as people and authors and artists and what have you through social media. He liked that direct feed and feedback of feeling that he was writing for people who were in conversation with him.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So he needed the isolation to write really great work.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Wow, that’s a very interesting thing to say. You know, that’s provocative, and I want to credit you, that’s a good one, (laughter) and I don’t have a zinger back to you for that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I nearly feel like saying we should end there because it would make look very good, (laughter) but I don’t want to. I’d like you in closing to give us a sense of, you know, what you think the best way back in to Zweig would be now. How, because you read him in the most improbable of ways, I must say.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I came to Zweig through his book on Brazil, not looking for Zweig. I hadn’t known him when I was growing up, and in fact was working on a project about Brazil and had come to right where we are now, in fact. It was the Brazil shelf in the Public Library that I just sort of took all the books down.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We’re missing a lot of the books in that—

(laughter)

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I’ve heard, that’s another conversation. I began reading Zweig’s book on Brazil and I was just enchanted by the jauntiness of his tone and which now that I realize he was writing this in the mid-1930s when his life was going to hell, is doubly impressive. But I like the way it was also a hybrid book.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Brazil: The Land of the Future.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I liked the way it had travelogue and a bit of history and anecdotes, and I liked the mix, it seemed to me to work. It had this very lively pace that was engaging. But I think that part of—a small part, perhaps—but part of the reason Zweig vanished. Do we have time for me to say, or vanished here.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He really didn’t vanish right, we have spoken about this often.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: No, this is critical. In France. I’ve heard that The World of Yesterday is right now a bestseller.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You can’t go any—and Wes Anderson has exacerbated that in Europe in some way, I mean in a good way, I mean exacerbated in the sense that it has made him even more present, but in America or in the English-speaking world he’s experiencing a renaissance, and how do we approach this ambivalent writer and derive, you know, initial pleasure, and then understand that there are ways in which we not need to mitigate the pleasure but understand the context.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: Well, certainly. I’ll tell one very brief anecdote about Zweig based on an essay of his. In his first year in exile in London he went to a book exhibition, a big book exhibition, at which his British publisher, Desmond Flowers, had arranged a display of bestsellers since 1830, and Zweig describes walking along these shelves and realizing he recognizes almost none of the books and not only that there’s certain years where he can’t find, Flowers clearly couldn’t find a single copy of the bestseller for that year. And the essay is titled “Fame and Oblivion.” 

But Zweig actually talks about there being something very tonic in recognizing the transitoriness of fame, the arbitrariness of it. He says what makes for fame, again, the part of him, one side of him I really like is this self-effacement. He says, whatever it is that makes for a lasting work, it’s not necessarily what makes for fame. He links fame to channeling the zeitgeist, very explicitly. So he says, “Don’t think it’s going to last with you.” And then makes a beautiful segue to his own sense of engagement with these—he says, “Poor, dead books, how silent you’ve become.” And he says, “Once in a while, these books, these bestsellers, all these books of the past, they’re like Homeric shades, and once in a while a hand can reach down from the present and kind of yank them back, of the hand of a living writer.” There’s something amazing that he says this—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I can see his hand doing that.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: I see his hand doing it. And certainly that was an inspiration for me, it’s just as an aspiration to have a little rule of trying to make Zweig, wrenching him back to consciousness. I think first of all, of course we are all indebted to the work that New York Review of Books classics series and Pushkin has done putting these works back into print, and we can go and explore the fiction and explore many of the histories and biographies, they’re there to be read. And also because Zweig was so deeply identified, deeply identified himself and was validly part of so many different European worlds that were so interesting, I think we should view this little revival as an opportunity to think more about what the Europe that he was part of consisted in because there are elements of the darkening canvas that he was part of that do resonate with our world today, without question. I mean, Zweig speaks in this deathbed declaration as he calls it. He says, “Personal freedom,” he says, “Was always the highest good on earth and intellectual labor the greatest joy.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And this is nearly a line from Montaigne.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: And nearly a line from Montaigne. And certainly these two—the sense of personal freedom I think many of us in this culture whether through bureaucracy or surveillance, or the corporatization, the privatization of so much of the world, it does feel fraught, and intellectual labor not always validated in this culture. I think Zweig, because of the panoramic nature of his personality and all the worlds he touched the same way that I was going back and trying to touch as many of these places and things as I could, he can help us to become educated as he wanted to do about some wrong paths and some hopeful paths.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And indeed The World of Yesterday, together with your book and together with some of his novels will give you a Bildung, it will give you an education. You will learn a lot from these books and you will learn also the fervor of appetite, I mean, just reading again “Buchmendel” or Amok or Twenty-four Hours of the Life of a Woman or The Chess—I mean, they’re just such feverish stories. They are so compressed and so dense that they—I think they actually make your heart accelerate.

GEORGE PROCHNIK: And there is sex.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And there is sex. I think on that note, thank you very much.
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