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The International Language Esperanto today has speakers and users in every corner of the globe — the product
of almost a century and a half of use. With thousands upon thousands of lifetime speakers, with a vast
literature, and with an ongoing cultural life that manifests itself from Brazil to Japan and from Norway to New
Zealand, Esperanto has brought its message of human co-operation to every corner of the globe.

Esperanto is based on co-operation of every kind: a common platform for communication where everyone is an
equal partner; a way into the cultures and values of all peoples, large and small, across the world; a community
owned by no one, but shared by all.

As a speaker and user of Esperanto throughout my life, | remember how, on my first visit to Vienna as a
teenager, | climbed the stairs in the Hofburg to reach the International Esperanto Museum. | remember its
exhibition rooms, whose treasures affirmed the cosmopolitan Esperanto world: posters and artifacts from all
across the globe, photographs of Esperanto speakers communicating directly with one another in a common
language and learning to respect one another in the process; international congresses of Esperanto speakers.
The museum in Vienna was a testament to human understanding and to the possibility of rising above one’s
own interests to embrace the common values of humankind. In a sense it was the Habsburg empire writ large —
but now without the political divisions and with a reaffirmation of the value of education, the positive effects of
linguistic diversity in preserving cultural values, and the enduring and evolving sense of democratic principles.

Ludwig Zamenhof, the creator of Esperanto, completed his education in ophthalmology in Vienna the year
before he published his international language Esperanto. The language itself was inspired by, and imbued
with, the sense of cosmopolitanism and internationalism that inspired the cultural values of the early twentieth
century, nowhere more apparent than in the City of Vienna. Unsurprisingly Esperanto was early adopted in
Austria by figures from the commercial world, by teachers, and by religious organizations, especially Catholics.
All in all, it was appropriate that Vienna would later become the home of the international Esperanto museum.

Following the First World War, Austria quickly resumed its strong interest in Esperanto, including hosting one of
the largest Esperanto gatherings to date — the World Congress of Esperanto, with over three thousand
participants. Radio Wien began broadcasts in Esperanto, and Austrian Esperantists assumed leading roles in
the worldwide Esperanto movement. It was in 1929 that the International Esperanto Museum was founded,
thanks to the initiative of Court Counsellor Hugo Steiner and with the support of President Wilhelm Miklas, who
attended the opening ceremonies.
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The Museum collected artifacts illustrating the history of the international Esperanto movement, rapidly
becoming a centre for the recording of the history of the movement. Perhaps more importantly, it rapidly
assembled an imposing library of Esperanto books. When, following the Anschluss, orders came down to move
the library to Berlin, heroic action by members of the Austrian National Library spirited the collection away to
the Hofburg cellars, where it remained, essentially forgotten, for the duration of the Second World War.

It was this action, above all, that allowed the Austrian Republic, in the years following World War I, to establish
itself as the curator of the history of Esperanto and preserver of its culture. Today, the International Esperanto
Museum in Vienna, a division of the Austrian National Library, has the largest and most accessible collection of
Esperanto books and printed materials anywhere in the world and is the leading facilitator of research on the
language and its community. Without this collection it is inconceivable that leading historians of the Esperanto
movement and its cultural impact, such as Ulrich Lins and Ziko van Dijk, could possibly have carried out their
work in refining and interpreting the history of the international Esperanto movement, helping to make
Esperanto not just a collection of material products but a living and breathing community and ideal.

In this and in many other ways, Austria has made Esperanto and its impact on the world a key part of its own
cultural history and of Esperanto as the intangible source and product of the ongoing search for a world at
peace with itself and open to addressing the challenges of the present and the future.

| have returned to Austria many times since my initial ascent of the stairs of the Hofburg all those years ago.
The ways in which Austria has kept the spirit of Esperanto alive and expanding, so that today it reaches every
corner of the world, cannot be overestimated. | have benefited from that influence, in my work and in my own
belief system, in countless ways.
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