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‘An exhilarating and 
utterly original novel’
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When obsessive and guilt-ridden Zeno Cosini 
seeks help for his neuroses, his psychoanalyst 
suggests he writes his memoirs as a form of 
therapy. Zeno’s account is an alternative reality, 
dealing with the death of his father, his career, 
his marriage and affairs, and, above all, his 
passion for smoking and his spectacular failure 
to resist the promise of that last cigarette. A hymn 
to self-delusion and procrastination, Svevo’s 
devilishly funny portrayal of a man’s attempt to 
give up smoking and make sense of his life has 
become a cult classic.
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ZENO’S CONSCIENCE

italo svevo (1861–1928) was the pen name for Ettore Schmitz, 
who was born in Trieste in 1861. Educated primarily in Bavaria, 
Svevo wrote in Italian, but had to work as a French and German 
correspondence clerk in a Trieste bank. At the age of thirty-one he 
admitted his artistic drive and wrote and published, at his own 
expense, his first novel, Una Vita (A Life), whose hero, like him-
self, was not happy in the business world. It was followed four 
years later by Senilità (As a Man Grows Older), but both books 
were such failures that he gave up writing for twenty years and 
tried to settle down to a business career. 

During this long period, while he was working as a partner in his 
father-in-law’s business, he made friends with James Joyce, then 
making a living as an English tutor in Trieste. Joyce was very 
impressed with Svevo’s work and when La coscienza di Zeno 
(Zeno’s Conscience) was published in 1923, Joyce engineered that 
a translation be published in Paris some years later. Svevo 
immediately won fame and recognition in France, and through 
Joyce’s influence, the rest of Europe, but he was only beginning to 
be known in his own country when he was killed in a car accident 
in 1928. 

william weaver taught himself Italian after serving as an 
ambulance driver for the American Field Service in Italy during 
the Second World War. He went on to translate all the greats of 
twentieth-century Italian literature over a fifty-year career, and 
was especially acclaimed for his translations of Umberto Eco, 
Primo Levi and Italo Calvino.
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italo svevo
Zeno’s Conscience

Translated with an Introduction by  
william weaver
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