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The Nobel Prize in Literature. Ambitions and Difficulties
The Nobel Prize in Literature is the internationally most noticed manifestation of Swedish culture, surpassing Ingmar Bergman, Astrid Lindgren, and ABBA. This puts a heavy reponsibility on the Swedish Academy which got the delicate task to award the Prize. Then, what is the actual ambition of Nobel´s Prize? And what are the main difficulties connected with the mission? In fact, the history of this Prize is lined with such question marks.

   
A crucial obstacle to the understanding of the Nobel Prize decisions is the idea that these hundred years of judging candidates manifest one uniform set of values. One tends to overlook the fact that the Swedish Academy has renewed its list of members again and again, a continuous rejuvenation that entails new general outlooks and new notions of artistic form.

   
In fact, the history of the Literary Prize can be seen as a number of attempts to interpret an imprecisely worded will. Alfred Nobel intended the Literary Prize for the person who had produced “the most outstanding work in an ideal direction”. The problem is what he meant by “ideal”?  The sphere of the ideal is suggested by the general criterion for all the five Nobel Prizes: they are addressed to those who “shall have conferred the greatest benefit on mankind”.  We are, how-ever, still left in uncertainty as to the precise meaning of these criteria.

   
The Academy´s attempts to interpret the testator´s words give us several chapters of Nobel history, each with its specific characterist-ics. The first chapter (1901-12) is marked by the reading of Nobel´s requirement as “a lofty and sound idealism”. The set of criteria, resulting in Prizes bestowed on Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson, Rudyard Kipling, and Paul Heyse but not on Leo Tolstoy, Henrik Ibsen, and Émile Zola, is characterised by a conservative idealism with church, nation, and family as sacred values and by an idealist aesthetics with classicising features taken over from Goethe´s and Hegel´s epoch. Those standards had earlier been typical of the struggle carried on by the powerful permanent secretary Carl David af Wirsén and his academy against the radical Scandinavian writers, such as Brandes, Ibsen, and Strindberg. To the ambitious secretary, Nobel´s will not only provided the opportunity to acquire ”an influential position in world literature”. The testament also made it possible for Wirsén – called “the Don Quixote of Swedish romantic idealism” – to carry his provincial campaign against the “moderns” into the fields of inter-national literature. This application was far from Nobel´s own values. He certainly shared Wirsén´s disgust for writers like Zola but was a radical anticleric who adopted Shelley´s utopian idealism and religiously coloured spirit of revolt. Actually, one of his literary favourites was Tolstoy, rejected by this biased academy for his lack of respect against state and church.

   
The period after Wirsén´s death in 1912 began with some cautious reorientation. The prize of that year was awarded to Gerhart Hauptmann, earlier turned down both for his naturalistic and his symbolistic past. Moreover, in 1913 the European barrier was broken down with the prize for Rabindranath Tagore. These modest feelers, due to a certain rejuvenation of the Academy, were, however, stopped by the outbreak of the 1914-1918 war. The neutrality policy laid down in 1914 kept the belligerent powers outside, giving the small nations a chance. This policy helps to explain the Scandinavian overrepresent-ation in the list of winners, from the Swede Verner von Heidenstam in 1916 to the Norwegian Knut Hamsun in 1920.

   
The 1920s witnessed a decisive break with what was called a “far to narrow” interpretation of the adjective “ideal”. Nobel´s requirement was now read as “profound human sympathy” – a literal translation would be “wide-hearted humanity. This opened the door for writers such as Anatole France and Bernard Shaw, both rejected at an earlier stage. Behind this more generous approach we find a solidly rejuven-ated academy. The circle was, however, less radical in the matter of aesthetics, keeping a classicising view of literature. The recurrent formula “the grand style”, particularly associated with Goethe, is significant. With such a standard the Academy was out of touch with what happened in contemporary literature. It could appreciate Thomas Mann´s Buddenbrooks, a masterpiece “approaching the classical realism in Tolstoy”, but passed his Magic Mountain over in silence. Mann never forgave the Academy this insult. 

  
In line with the testament requirement “the greatest benefit on man-kind”, the Academy of the 1930s saw whole mankind as the imagined readers of the works under discussion. A report of its Committee stated “universal interest” and accessibility to “the ordinary reader” as a criterion and the Academy decided on writers within everybody´s reach, from Sinclair Lewis in 1930 to Pearl Buck in 1938. It even seriously discussed Margaret Mitchell´s Gone with the Wind. On this basis, modern poetry was excluded because of its limited target group. Exclusive poets like Paul Valéry and Paul Claudel were thus rejected. The only really important writers rewarded in the thirties were the two dramatists Luigi Priandello in 1934 and Eugene O´Neill in 1936. 

  
Given a pause for renewal by the war and inspired by its new secretary Anders Österling, the post-war Academy finished this excursion into popular taste, focussing instead on what was called “the pioneers”. Like in the sciences, the Laureates were to be found among those who paved the way for new developments. In a way, 

this is another interpretation of the formula “the greatest benefit on mankind”: the perfect candidate was the one who had provided 

world literature with new possibilities in outlook and language.

   
In Österling´s epoch, the word “ideal” was deliberately taken in a still wider sense: the new list started with Hermann Hesse who, in the 1930s, had been rejected for “ethical anarchy” and lack of “plastic visuality and firmness” in his characters, words which echo Wirsén´s time. Later, the compatibility of Samuel Beckett´s dark conception of the world with Nobel´s “ideal” was put to the test, one of the last occasions when this condition was central to the discussion. It is only at “the depths” that “pessimistic thought and poetry can work their miracles”, said Karl Ragnar Gierow in his address, emphasizing the deep sense of human worth and the lifegiving force, nevertheless, in Beckett´s pessimism. The borderline of this generosity can be seen in the handling of Ezra Pound. He appealed to the Academy because of his “pioneering significance”, but was disqualified by his wartime applauding, on the Italian radio network, of the mass extermination 

of the East European Jews. Member Dag Hammarskjöld, in a representative way, concluded that “such a ´subhuman´ reaction” excluded “a prize that is after all intended to lay weight on the ´idealistic tendency´ of the recipient´s efforts”.

   
This new policy, at the same time more exclusive and more generous in its interpretation of the will, was actually meant to start with Valéry but he died in the summer of 1945. Instead we find, in 1946-50, the splendid series Hesse, André Gide, T.S. Eliot, and William Faulkner, all of them bold innovators. In his address to the author of The Waste Land, Österling drew attention to “another pioneer work, which had a still more sensational effect on modern literature”, James Joyce´s Ulysses. With this reference to the greatest omission of the 1930s, he extended the 1948 acclaim of Eliot to cover also the dead master. 

   
The explicit concentration on innovators can, via the choices of Saint-John Perse in 1960 and Samuel Beckett in 1969, be traced up to recent years. The criterion lost weight, however, as the heroic period of the international avantgarde turned into history and literary innovation became less ostentatious. Instead, the instruments pointed at the “pioneers” of specific linguistic areas. The 1988 Prize was awarded to a writer, Naguib Mahfouz, who, from a Western point of view, rather administers to the heritage from Flaubert and Thomas Mann. In the Arabic world, on the other hand, Mahfouz appears as the creator of its contemporary novel. The following Prize went to Camilo José Cela, who had, in an international perspective, modest claims to the title “pioneer”, but who was, in Spanish literature, the great innovator of post-war fiction. Still found among these innovators of certain linguistic areas is the 2000 Laureate, Gao Xingjian, whose œuvre “has opened new paths for the Chinese novel and drama”. 

   
Another policy, partly coinciding with that just outlined, partly replacing it, still had the “benefit” of the prize in view. This new chapter in Nobel history could, however, be given the title “The Unknown Masters”. A growing number within the Academy wanted to draw attention to important but little noticed authors and literatures so as to give to the world-wide reading public masterpieces they would otherwise remain unaware of, and at the same time give un unknown œuvre the readers it deserves.

   
We get glimpses of such arguments as far back as the choice of Rabindranath Tagore in 1913 but there was no programme until the early 1970s. The full emergence of this policy can be seen from 1978 and onwards, in the Prizes to Isaac Bashevis Singer, Odysseus Elytis, Elias Canetti, and Jaroslav Seifert. The criterion gives poetry a prominent place. In no other period were the poets so well provided for as in the years 1990-96 when four of the seven Prizes went to Octavio Paz, Derek Walcott, Seamus Heaney, and Wislawa Szymborska, all of them unknown earlier to the world audience.

   
A new policy, long on its way, had a breakthrough in the 1980s. Again, it was an attempt to understand and carry out Nobel´s intentions. His will had an international horizon, though it rejected any consideration for the nationality of the candidates: the most worthy should be chosen, “whether he be a Scandinavian or not”. The problem of surveying the literature of the whole world was, however, overwhelming and for a long time the Academy was, with justice, to be criticized for making the award a European affair. Wirsén expressly confined himself to “the great figures of Continental literature”. In the 1920s it was certainly laid down that the Prize was “intended for the literature of the whole world” but instruments to implement the idea were not available. In the 1930s, there were not even reasonable nominations from the Asiatic countries and the Academy had not yet developed a scouting system of its own. The Prize at last to Yasunari Kawabata in 1968 illustrates the exceptional difficulties in judging literature in non-European languages – this was a matter of seven years, involving four international experts. In 1984, however, the permanent secretary Lars Gyllensten declared that atten-tion to non-European writers was increasing in the Academy; attempts were being made “to achieve a global distribution”. 

   
This includes measures to strengthen the competence for the international task. Linguistic knowledge has, as a rule, been good within this jury. French, English, and German have posed no problems and several members have been excellent translators from Italian, Spanish, and Greek. Also noted Orientalists have found a place in the Academy. In 1985 Göran Malmqvist, one of the West´s foremost experts on modern Chinese literature, became a member. The present Academy includes competence also in Russian. Above all, however, the area of scrutiny has been extended by means of specialists engaged to write reports from their specific fields and analyses of the most important works. Where translations into English, French, German or the Scandinavian languages are missing, special translations can also be procured. In several cases such exclusive versions – with no more than eighteen readers – have played an important role in the recent work of the Academy.
   
The picture of the Academy´s Eurocentric policy was significantly altered by the choices of Wole Soyinka from Nigeria in 1986 and Naguib Mahfouz from Egypt in 1988. Later practice shows the extension to Nadine Gordimer and J.M.Coetzee from South Africa, to Kenzaburo Oe from Japan, to Derek Walcott and V.S.Naipaul from the West Indies, to Tony Morrison, the first Afro-American in the list, and to Gao Xingjian, the first Laureate to write in Chinese. It is, however, important that nationality is not involved in the discussion. It has sometimes been suggested that the Academy should first decide upon a neglected language and then seek out the best candidate in it. Doing so would be to politicize the Prize. Instead, the ambition has been to extend the overview to make it possible for the normal decision procedure to weigh on one occasion an eminent Nigerian dramatist and poet and another time an important Egyptian novelist against candidates from less remote speech areas – with all such evaluations continuing to be made on literary grounds. Critics have quite often neglected the Academy´s striving for political integrity.     

   
The criteria discussed sometimes alternate, sometimes coincide. The spotlight on the unknown master Canetti in 1981 is thus followed by the laurel to the universally hailed “pioneer” of magic realism, Gabriel García Márquez, in 1982. Some Laureates answer both requirements, like Faulkner who was not only “the great experimentalist among twentieth-century novelists” – the Academy was here fortunate enough to anticipate Faulkner´s enormous importance to later fiction – but also, in 1950, a fairly unknown writer. On this occasion, the Prize, for once, could help a great innovator outside the limelight to reach his potential disciples as well as his due audience. The surprising Prize to Dario Fo in 1997 can also be said to have a double address: it was given to a genre which had earlier been left out in the cold but also to the brilliant innovator of that genre.

   
The question is if the standards used had not systematically disqualified women writers. As a rule the “pioneer” criterion aimed at linguistic and structural innovation. The innovation inherent in a new female perspective as regards human life and narration could easily be overlooked. Actually, a number of outstanding women writers in our time have successfully taken care of an artistic heritage rather than renewed the paradigms – and by doing so failed to be registered by the Academy´s instruments of selection. At the same time they have often appealed to a large circle of readers and been rewarded with appreciation and fame – and thus not been among the great though neglected writers whom the Academy could take out of their obscurity and present to an astounded potential public.

   
In 1991 the Academy had to consider whether Nadine Gordimer had not been the victim of such injustice. Notwithstanding some elements of renewal, her œuvre belongs, in all essentials, in a well-established narrative tradition. Gordimer´s works can be ranged with other examples of the “critical realism”, in Georg Lukács´ sense of the term, which includes a number of the great works of narrative art from Balzac and Tolstoy to Thomas Mann and Solzhenitsyn, novels in which a historical epoch had been concentrated in a handful of pregnantly delineated figures. She thus disqualified herself as a pioneer. At the same time, her hard-hitting political analysis and her vivid description of people reached a large and devoted, worldwide circle of readers – and by that she escaped the criterion favouring the unknown masters. However, the Academy voted in favour of award-ing her “magnificent epic writing” and underlined, with express reference to Nobel, how through her work she had “been of very great benefit to humanity”.  The arguments in the case of Toni Morrison, Wislawa Szymborska, and Elfriede Jelinek were of another kind. The new awareness of female literary art is, however, noteworthy. The second half of the previous century had only seen one woman writer, Nelly Sachs. Now, there were suddenly four in fourteen years.

   
The more and more generous interpretation of the formula “in an ideal direction” continued in the 1980s and the 1990s. Cela´s candidature, again, put the principle to the test. His dark conception of the world posed the same problem as Beckett´s, and provoked a similar solution. The Prize was given “for a rich and intense prose, which with restrained compassion forms a challenging vision of man´s vulnerability”. As the speaker said in his address, Cela´s work “in no way lacks sympathy or common human feeling, unless we demand that those sentiments  should be expressed in the simplest possible way”. In this “unless” we glimpse the repudiation, implicit in recent practice, of the early narrow interpretation of the will. The Nobel Prize in Literature has gradually become a literary prize. 

   
The history of the Literature Prize is also the history of its reception in the press and other media. As I mentioned earlier, critics have usually treated the Academy´s practice during the first century of the Prize as a whole, overlooking the differences in outlook and criteria between the various periods, even neglecting the continuous renewal which makes the Academy of, say, 1950 a jury much different from the one that rejected Tolstoy. 

   
But international criticism has also tended to neglect the crowd of good names around the Prize a specific year. Thus, Graham Greene was a celebrated candidate towards 1970 and the Academy was criticized for passing him over. But the 1969 Prize went to Samuel Beckett and the1970 Prize to Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, both most worthy candidates. Quite rightly, an international inquiry by Books Abroad in 1951, directed to 350 specialists, found that the first fifty years of the Prize contained 150 “necessary” candidates. The Academy cannot have the ambition to crown all worthy writers. What it cannot afford is giving Nobel´s laurel to a minor talent. Its practice during the last full half-century has also largely escaped criticism on that point. Even the inquiry of 1951 found that two-thirds of the Prizes during the first half-century were fully justified. The second half-century is liable to get a still better mark.

  
As to the early Prizes, the censure of bad choices and blatant omissions is often justified. Tolstoy, Ibsen and Henry James should have been rewarded instead of, for instance, Sully-Prudhomme, Eucken and Heyse. The Academy which got this demanding commission was simply not fit for the task. It was deliberately formed as “a bulwark” against the new radical literature in Sweden and much too conservative in outlook and taste to be an international literary jury. The Academy headed by Wirsén made only one choice to get general acclaim by posterity – Rudyard Kipling, and then for qualities other than those that have shown themselves to be lasting. The score of the 1910s and the 1920s was better: Gerhart Hauptmann, Tagore, France, Yeats, Shaw, and Mann have been found worthy in several appraisals. The results of the period 1930-39 are poorer. Two choices have widely been regarded as splendid: Luigi Pirandello in 1934 and Eugene O´Neill in 1936. But the period offers several Laureates justly judged as mediocre – and they conceal as many cases of neglect: Virginia Woolf ought to have been rewarded instead of Pearl Buck, and so on. The Academy of the interwar years quite simply lacked the necessary tools to evaluate one of the most dynamic periods in Western literature. The post-war Academy has in a quite different manner fulfilled the expectations of serious criticism. The Österling Academy´s investment in the pioneers has received due recognition in many favourable assessments. Names like Gide, Eliot, Faulkner, Hemingway, and Beckett have won general acclaim. Some names less known to an international audience, like Jiménez, Laxness, Quasimodo, and Andric, have attracted criticism as insignificant, but been classified by experts in the respective fields as discoveries.

   
Sometimes the complaints about omissions have been ana-chronistic. Among those missing, critics have found Proust, Kafka, Rilke, Musil, Cavafy, Mandelstam, García Lorca, and Pessoa. This list, if it had any chronological justification, would undeniably suggest serious failure. But the main works of Kafka, Cavafy, and Pessoa were not published until after their deaths and the true dimensions of Mandelstam´s poetry were revealed above all in the unpublished poems that his wife saved from extinction and gave to the world long after he had perished in his Siberian exile. In the other cases there was much too brief a period of time between the publication of the author´s most deserving work and his death for a Prize to have been possible. Thus, Proust achieved notoriety in 1919 by the Goncourt Prize for the second part of A la recherche du temps perdu  but less than three years later he was dead, leaving half his series of novels unpublished. The same short time of reaction was offered by Rilke´s Duineser Elegien and García Lorca´s plays. Musil´s significance did not appear outside a narrow circle of connoisseurs until more than a decade after his death in 1942. He belonged, as was pointed out by a critic (Theodor Ziolkowski), to the category of authors who “on closer examination...exclude themselves.”

   
The political issue requires special attention. In particular during the cold war, the Prize gave rise to discussion of its political implications. The Swedish Academy, for its part, has on many occasions expressed a desire to stand apart from political antagonisms. The guiding prin-ciple has been “political integrity”. This has often not been under-stood. Especially in the East it has been hard to grasp the Swedish Academy´s autonomous position vis-à-vis state and government. In fact, the Academy does not receive any subsidy from the state, nor would its accept any interference in its work. The government, in its turn, is quite happy to stand outside the delicate Nobel matters.

   
As to the political aspect of the Prize, it is necessary to make a distinction between political effects and political intentions. Some effects are unavoidable – and often unpredictable. Political intentions are expressly banned by the Academy. The distinction, as well as the autonomy of the Academy, can be illustrated by the prehistory of the Prize to Solzhenitsyn. Considering the sad consequences for Pasternak of his Prize, the secretary Karl Ragnar Gierow took the unusual step of writing to the Swedish ambassador to Moscow, Gunnar Jarring, to gain some idea of Solzhenitsyn´s position, stressing that the question related, of course, only to what might “happen to him personally.” On this point, Mr. Jarring could give a reassuring answer (which proved not to be prophetic). But he also had another message. He wanted to postpone the decision, specifying, in a letter to Österling, that a Prize to Solzhenitsyn “would lead to difficulties for our relations with the Soviet Union”. He received the reply: “Yes, that could well be so, but we are agreed that Solzhenitsyn is the most deserving candidate.” This exchange illuminates a fundamental fact: the Academy has no regard for what may or may not be desirable in the eyes of the Swedish Foreign Office. Its unconventional inquiry was concerned solely with the likely effects of the decision for the candidate personally. However, the exchange also offers a good example of the way in which a likely political effect  may be taken into account – not, of course, that the Academy intended the possible disturbance in Soviet relations, but that it was aware of the risk and chose to take it.

   
The history of the Literary Prize offers a case where this delicate balance was endangered, the prize to Winston Churchill. When the decision was taken in 1953, after many years of discussion, it was felt that a sufficient distance from the candidate´s wartime exploits had been gained, making it possible for a Prize to him to be generally understood as a literary award. The reaction from many quarters showed that this was quite a vain hope. Now, there can be no doubt that the Academy attributed exceptional literary merits to Churchill the historian and the orator. But still, he was not only the winner of World War II but prime minister and leader of one of the key powers in the cold war world. It can be asked if any of the Academy´s choices has put its political integrity at such risk. At any rate, one well-known conclusion was drawn: ever since, candidates with governmental positions, such as André Malraux and Léopold Sédar Senghor, have been consistently ruled out.

   
During the last decades there is one seeming case of a “political” Prize, the award to Czeslaw Milosz. “Has Milosz been given the 

1980 Prize because Poland is politically in fashion?” asked Der Tagesspiegel and many other newspapers joined in. The suspicions did not account for the time involved in each nominee´s candidacy. As was disclosed by a member, Artur Lundkvist, Milosz had been in the list for three or four years and had been shortlisted in May 1980 – in other words, long before the Danzig strike. The strike caused several members to hesitate, said Lundkvist, but he added that it would have been equally impossible to drop Milosz because of the events in Poland. His argument no doubt reflect the opinion within the Academy. This jury realizes not only the damage that a poltical choice would inflict on the Prize; the integrity of the award could be jeopardized also by a non-choice in a delicate situation. 

   
Still, Milosz was a dissident, and so were Jaroslav Seifert, Joseph Brodsky, and Gao Xingjian. These choices all caused great irritation in the East. There one failed to see that the Academy´s overriding concern was literary. We see is a lingering note of the “ideal” policy in these homages done to great artistic contributions, characterized by uncompromising integrity in the description of the human predica-ment. It should, however, be noted that the emphasis is on the artistic contribution. A few years into its second century, the Nobel Prize in Literature stands out as the literary prize that its name implies.

