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THE WORLD OF YESTERDAY, MEMORIES OF A 
EUROPEAN Stefan Zweig 

The world of yesterday, memories of a European, is a testimonial narrative written by the Austrian 
author Stefan Zweig. It was written in 1941, when Stefan Zweig was a refugee in Brazil: of Jewish 
origin, the old continent was no longer safe for him. He took advantage of his exile to produce a book 
that describes the disappearance of liberal and bourgeois European societies from the "belle époque" 
to 1939. 

“My father, my grandfather, what did they see? They lived their lives 
united in its form. One and the same life, from beginning to end, without 
highs, or lows, without shocks and without perils, a life that knew only 
slight tensions, insensitive transitions. With equal rhythm, peaceful and 
nonchalant, the flow of time carried them from the cradle to the grave. 
They lived without changing country, without changing city, and almost 
always without moving house.” 

In this book, Stefan Zweig tells us about the various exiles he 
experienced in his life and the resulting intellectual journey. He mourns a 
period of great stability and tranquillity. Over the years his bearings have 
gradually disappeared as he found himself thrown into decades of tumult 
and horror. 

 “I have witnessed reason's most appalling defeat. [...] This pestilence of pestilences, nationalism, has 
poisoned the flower of our European culture....” 

In the course of the chapters, Stefan Zweig tells how he came to feel more European than Austrian, 
due to the resulting delinquency of the societies of the old continent and its exiles. "The World of 
Yesterday" is indeed a testimony to the Europe's shipwreck: modernity advancing too fast, denial of 
the elites in the face of the rise of Nazism and hatred. It is also a criticism of his peers who preferred to 
shut themselves away in art rather than concern themselves with politics. 

The World of Yesterday is ultimately the story of the disappearance of a society, swept away by wars. 
It is not a history book, it does not follow the rules of the discipline, nor is it really a novel, but rather a 
text straddling the two genres. This testimony, which has become a classic, offers an interesting 
insight into European societies in the first half of the 20th century. It provokes reflection on today's 
society in a context of rising extremes and mistrust of the European project. 

Book review by Thibault Besnier 

 

Stefan Zweig, The World of Yesterday, Memories of a European, London, Pushkin Press, 2014, 480 
pages, ISBN: 9781906548674 

https://www.pushkinpress.com/product/the-world-of-yesterday/

