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Introduction





If anyone is foolish enough to set him- or herself the goal of winning the Nobel Prize in Literature, then this book will provide some insight into the trials, tribulations and the pitfalls likely to be encountered in pursuit of that dream. The reader will also find an account of the qualities that have made for a successful laureate, and of what the writers themselves as well as the Nobel Committee members have considered to be the primary qualities of good writing. If, after reading this book, the would-be laureate should relinquish his or her dream, then at least they may have gained some useful insights along the way.


It is now beginning to seem more and more likely, among scientists, philosophers and media commentators, that there are mysteries which are beyond the capacity of the human brain to unravel. One such unfathomable mystery is the manner in which the Swedish Academy selects a writer every year whom they have judged worthy of receiving the Nobel Prize in Literature. (Let it be noted straightaway that the preferred wording on the official website, nobelprize.org, is ‘in’ and not ‘for’ literature, though the latter might appear more logical to a native English speaker. It is clearly a direct translation of the Swedish ‘Nobelpriset i litteratur’.)


It is possible to come very close to understanding the selection process but there always remains a core of uncertainty, which provides scope year after year for journalists, in particular, to speculate on the presence of political, moral and aesthetic bias in the Nobel Committee and in the Swedish Academy as a whole. Every year it seems that someone objects on some grounds or other. Doubtless sometimes the objections are valid, but when one attempts to trace a journalist’s sources they almost inevitably turn out to be other journalists, who claims to have looked into the archives of the Swedish Academy, but precise quotable sources are rarely given. This core of uncertainty in one’s knowledge regarding the selection process is generated by the policy of the Swedish Academy itself: no information about the Academy’s deliberations is available for fifty years after any given award. This means that absolutely no one can access expert reports, correspondence and official minutes during that period. At present, the official website database provides information on the literature prize only for the period from the first award, in 1901, till 1950. Strictly speaking, and applying the fifty-year rule, information for the period 1951 to 1961 should now also be available on the database, but the Academy doesn’t seem to have got its act together. I am informed by a secretary of the Academy that information for this period is available, but only in Swedish and only if I care to visit Stockholm. It is also clear that some of the more sensitive discussions over the years have been very much off the record. Of course there have been leaks: Academy members speaking carelessly over the akvavit and within the hearing of journalists. But the fifty-year rule has always made it difficult to openly confirm or deny.


Thus the verifiable and reliable sources for information on the Nobel Prize in Literature are few in number: the Nobel website and some publications by present and past members of the Academy and Nobel Committees.


It should also be remembered that the Swedish Academy is very much a closed shop: it has always eighteen members elected for life by existing members. New blood is introduced only when a chair becomes vacant. The actual Nobel Committee to advise on the award for literature consists of, at present, three to five of the current Academy members. There is also a board of experts in related fields whose help and advice they may call on, and an extensive reference library. The eighteen Academy members do not necessarily have to accept the committee’s recommendations, and there have been many cases, as will be shown, where they have overruled them and made their own selection. It is a wonder therefore that the Nobel Prize in Literature has acquired such a revered status. Can such a self-perpetuating body really be the best forum for the assessment of the best literature of the day? However one answers this question, the Nobel Prizes are very much here to stay and many people throughout the world regard them as crowning achievements to aim for.


Readers should not come to this book with false expectations: it does not provide exhaustive summaries of the lives and works of all the literary laureates; some greatly respected writers are dealt with very cursorily, while several who have since fallen from grace are paid considerable attention. They are dealt with in accordance with the level of insight and advice they provide concerning the winning of the award and the nature of good writing. There are some writers who are scarcely mentioned at all, and this will doubtless lead to disappointment for some readers, but this omission should not be taken as a sign of disrespect for such writers’ accomplishments. The style is occasionally flippant in tone with traces of irony and sarcasm: this is due to the fact that the author has considerable sympathy with the views of Jean-Paul Sartre, who, in his rejection of the prize, made it clear that he believed it impossible to rank writers. On the whole though, it is not such a bad thing to have prizes. Good writers very rarely get paid well, unless they are a dab hand at churning out bestsellers. The pen may be mightier than the sword, but it rarely wins honours and even more rarely brings back any spoils.





 


Some conventions in the text


There are frequent references to the three different kinds of speeches used at the Nobel Prize Ceremony. The Presentation Speech (sometimes referred to by the Nobel Organisation as Award Ceremony Speech) is one in which a member of the Academy introduces the laureate and his/her work. The Banquet Speech is a short speech given by the laureate on the occasion of the Nobel Banquet. The Nobel lecture is a talk, often of some length, on a topic of the laureate’s choice. Banquet Speeches and Nobel Lectures are not always given, according to the laureate’s circumstances and preferences.


A special convention has been used in the text to aid the reader. On the first occasion in a particular section when a laureate’s name is mentioned, the date of the award is added in square brackets after the name. Also for the convenience of the reader a checklist of all the Nobel laureates in literature to date is provided at the end of the book, with basic information about the date of the award, country of origin/residence and language used.



















Origins and Ideals: The Rules of the Game





Being able to write well does not, by itself, guarantee consideration for the award of the Nobel Prize in Literature. While this may appear at first surprising, it must be remembered that it is simply assumed that all nominees have this ability. A writer who is not vain enough to believe in the brilliance of his or her own style must abandon all hope on entering the hellish realm of competitive prize-winning. First be sure, therefore, that you can write well: it is the sine qua non of everything else. Just as typists should be able to spell, cyclists keep their balance and singers hit the right notes. Having passed this first test of eligibility, there are many more challenging conditions to fulfil, and eventual success in winning the award depends on taking all of them into account. To list just a few examples of such conditions, it depends very much on what you write about; when, where and why you write; how many of the right kind of people support you; the tastes and preferences of the members of the Swedish Academy; which other writers are nominated in the same year; how many compatriots have won it in the recent years; how many times you can tolerate being nominated and rejected; whether you are actually alive or can at least arrange to die at the right moment and, in all probability, what the weather is like in Sweden on the day the Nobel Committee meet to consider your nomination. Above all that nebulous entity, the zeitgeist, has to be in just the right mood to look favourably upon you.


It is worth therefore undertaking some study of the original criteria set up for the award and familiarising oneself with its general history. This will reveal just what the would-be laureate is up against. The quest is not a vain one, but the path to its acquisition is strewn with hazards, pitfalls and misunderstandings. Whoever expects to find a clear set of criteria for judgement and selection, which has been followed with consistency over the years, will be considerably disappointed.


If only Alfred Nobel had pondered over the wording of his will at greater length before committing the details to paper, he could have made the task of interpreting it that much easier for future generations.


What’s in a Word? or Where There’s a Will, There’s Not Necessarily a Way


In his will, Alfred Nobel, after mature deliberation, and claiming in conclusion to have been of sound mind, declared that the realizable estate remaining after he had catered to the needs of various relatives, servants and other dependents, should be used to set up a unique fund, ‘the interest on which shall be annually distributed in the form of prizes to those who, during the preceding year, shall have ‘conferred the greatest benefit on mankind’.1 Thus far the wording would appear to be reasonably unambiguous, though it already raises challenges and questions. It is necessary, for example, to ensure that one’s literary masterpiece appears ‘during the preceding year,’ so that, on the assumption that one’s nomination may not be successful on the first occasion, one must be prepared to produce at least one masterpiece per annum for an indefinite period. And how is one to be sure of having ‘conferred the greatest benefit on mankind’? It would appear that it must be relatively easy to assess such benefit in the fields of natural science and in work carried out ‘for fraternity between nations’, that is for work deserving of the prize for peace. But to apply this criterion to works of literature begs so many questions about the nature and functions of literature. Nobel also stipulated that the interest on the fund should be divided into five equal parts, to be awarded as prizes, in five different areas of human endeavour. Literature is thus to be regarded as being on a par with the other four fields. It was in his description of the specific conditions for the award of the prize for literature that Nobel really set the cat among the pigeons. It all comes down to the interpretation of one particular Swedish word.


Here it is necessary to indulge in a brief linguistic diversion, delving into a few semantic and morphological mysteries of the Swedish language. Fortunately these mysteries have been clearly explained by a retired Swedish professor of computational linguistics, who has also been a Permanent Secretary of the Swedish Academy. In an essay published in 1997, entitled ‘Topping Shakespeare? Aspects of the Nobel Prize for Literature’, Professor Sture Allén explained that the word in Nobel’s will which has caused all the problems is ‘idealisk’. In the standard translation of the relevant clause in the will this is rendered as ‘ideal’. Thus the prize in literature should be awarded ‘to the person who shall have produced in the field of literature the most outstanding work in an ideal direction’ (‘den som inom litteraturen har producerat det utmärktaste i idealisk rigtning’).2 A close examination of the original handwritten will however reveals that Nobel had originally written a slightly different word, not ‘idealisk’, and then superimposed the ‘sk’ over the last part. Professor Allén has had the handwriting in the original will analysed under a microscope and has come to some intriguing conclusions. The first conclusion that can be drawn is that all the ink in that part of the text is of the same kind, suggesting that the alteration was probably made by Nobel at the time of writing. By enhancing the contrast and comparing the styles of different letters it was possible to conclude that Nobel had originally written ‘idealirad’. It might appear that Nobel’s alteration could be readily explained: the word ‘idealirad’ does not actually exist in the Swedish language, which Nobel was perfectly aware of, so he altered it to ‘idealisk’. However the situation is complicated by the fact that there is another Swedish word which is very similar to Nobel’s original non-existent word: ‘idealiserad’. This is usually rendered in English as ‘idealized’. Professor Allén provides a convincing interpretation of what may have happened, an explanation fully in accordance with Freud’s theory of ‘parapraxes’ (‘Freudian slips’). Allén suggests that Nobel was thinking of writing ‘idealiserad’, but was not satisfied that it was the right word to express what he meant. His doubt and hesitation caused him to misspell the word. Perhaps, suggests Allén, he ‘wanted to use a word emphasizing loftiness without such an obvious reference to embellishment’.3 That is to say that using the Swedish word for ‘idealized’ would imply something made more perfect, which Nobel did not want to stress. Thus, according to Allén’s eyewitness account of the manuscript, Nobel superimposed the letters ‘sk’ over the final letters ‘rad’.


While this interpretation clarifies the problem, narrowing the range of options somewhat, it still does not explain what Nobel meant by ‘ideal direction’. There have been many attempts over the years to answer this question, but they have all been speculative and will doubtless continue to be so. Some are surprisingly extreme. Sture Allén tells us that the Danish literary critic Georg Brandes, who was living at about the same time as Nobel, reports in a letter that a close friend of Nobel told him that, as Nobel considered himself to be an anarchist, when he used the word which Brandes took to mean ‘idealistic’, he meant being critical of all social institutions, including marriage, the church and royalty. There are of course few actual laureates who would meet these criteria. The inventor of dynamite an anarchist? If true then it had the potential to become a lethal combination. Perhaps a member of the Swedish Academy, Artur Lundkvist, intended to forestall interpretation in that direction when he provided his own gloss: ‘The prize should have an idealistic tendency; it should represent humanism. It cannot be awarded to those who advocate violence.’4


Probably one of the most famous interpretations of Nobel’s intentions dates from the very beginning of the award and comes from the pen of one of Sweden’s most internationally renowned writers, August Strindberg. He protested vehemently against the award in 1901 of the very first Nobel Prize in Literature to Sully Prudhomme. In his Addresses to the Swedish Nation of 1910, Strindberg wrote: ‘…the prizewinner should have written ideally (later tampered with to make it idealistically, which is something else), but he was a materialist and had translated Lucretius.’5 There was thus a clear distinction, in Strindberg’s mind at least, between ‘ideal’ and ‘idealistic’ (and their adverbial forms). After analyzing further the cognates of ‘ideal’, not only in Strindberg’s works but in those of other contemporary writers, Allén comes to the conclusion that for Nobel ‘idealisk’ did not mean ‘having the quality of the ideal’, but ‘referring to an ideal’. But this does nothing to rid Nobel’s words of their vagueness and ambiguity. There is still some justification therefore in criticizing him for indulging in the ill-formulated ramblings of an elderly man in what is a crucial legal document. On the other hand he might be praised for his supreme almost unearthly wisdom. By stipulating that his prize should go to the author of ‘an outstanding work in an ideal direction’, he was making it possible for each succeeding generation to define the terms of the will according to its own priorities of taste, morality and ideals of humanity.


There are also other more general guidelines in the will however, which have aided the Academy in its interpretation of the will and in drawing up its shortlist of candidates. Two of these three general guidelines relate more to matters of formal eligibility: the work should have been produced ‘during the previous year’, and there shall be no consideration of the nationality of the candidate. The third is a crucial stipulation for all the Nobel Prizes: the prizes shall be awarded ‘to those who… shall have conferred the greatest benefit on mankind’.6 It would seem therefore that this must be an essential component of the ideal striven for.


Death and Deconstruction


Alfred Nobel determined that there should be no doubt whatsoever about his eventual demise (10th December 1896). He wanted to be sure of being well and truly dead: ‘Finally, it is my express wish that following my death my veins shall be opened, and when this has been done and competent Doctors have confirmed clear signs of death, my remains shall be cremated in a so-called crematorium.’7 Perhaps he feared that if his spirit continued to haunt a body reduced to a vegetative state with all the appearances of death, he would be driven to distraction at having to witness the ways in which others were interpreting his last will and testament.


He would have had to vegetate for quite some time however before perceiving that his wishes had been realised. First the Nobel Foundation had to be set up and finally, in June 1900, its statutes ratified. The Nobel Foundation was established as a private institution to manage the finances and administer the Nobel Prize awards. Only when its statutes had been ratified could the Swedish Academy set to work on preparing to award the first Nobel Prizes. In another example of his vagueness, Nobel had specified in the will only that the prize for literature should be awarded ‘by the Academy in Stockholm’.8 The Nobel Foundation decided that he obviously meant by this the Swedish Academy.


The Foundation also took it upon themselves to define more precisely what they considered to be implied by Nobel’s use of the word ‘literature’: ‘not only belles-lettres, but also other writings, which, by virtue of their form and style, possess literary value’.9 This enabled them of course to award the prize to virtually anyone whom they deemed worthy of it. Literature was thus, tautologically, that which had ‘literary value’.


The time restriction was also essentially nullified, by specifying that works presented ‘during the preceding year’ could be interpreted to include also older works, the greatness of which had only just been recognized. They could be considered ‘if their significance has not become apparent until recently’.10 In practice and in fairness to the Academy, the selection committee has always endeavoured to stay as close to the spirit of the will as possible if not to the letter of it. They have not wanted to appear to be inflexible. But Dante, Shakespeare, Goethe and Dickens were indubitably too long dead.


The Nobel Foundation also formulated rules, which have been modified over the years, in its statutes, defining who was eligible to nominate candidates, and what the procedure of selection should be. To be sure of producing works that can win over nominators and eventually the judges however, the would-be laureate needs first and foremost to know what kinds of writing have earned consideration for the prize over the years, what endowed them with that nebulous quality of ‘literary value’, and what aspects of the contemporary world have affected the selection criteria. Only then will it be possible to hazard a guess at what criteria might prevail at the present time. Over the first hundred years or so of the awards, Nobel’s words have been deconstructed again and again, to make them applicable to issues and concerns of the day. A brief history of the changes in the interpretation of what constitutes the ideal in literature reads like a genealogy of the values of modern literary taste.


The Origin of Speciousness, or The Evolution of Literary Taste by the Process of Unnatural Selection


There is a major hindrance to discovering what considerations the Academy have actually taken into account when coming to their final selection of prizewinners: the fifty-year ban on access to all information relating to the awards. Thus, at the time of writing, there is very little information available on the awards made after 1961 (and, as you will recall, the database on the official website only goes up to 1950). One can make some reasonable assumptions about criteria adhered to in recent years however based on various public pronouncements by members of the Academy and especially by studying the Presentation Speeches made in each case. In some cases the Banquet Speeches, perhaps under the influence of good wines and probably a few good champagnes, yield revealing insights. For the period prior to 1951 more detailed information is available on the official website. While it is difficult to come to any firm conclusions on the extent to which the interests and prejudices of the individual members of the Nobel Committee (usually only three to five Academy members) may have influenced the selection, it does seem that, in the early years at least, the preferences expressed by the committee reflected very closely the tastes of its chairpersons. This has become less noticeable as the years have passed. The chairperson has, incidentally, sometimes also been the Permanent Secretary of the Academy, but not always at the same time. Though it is not possible to draw clear distinctions between periods, certain traits have emerged. The following temporal divisions are therefore approximate.


Scaling the Moral High Ground (1901‒12 approx.)


The laureates chosen under the chairmanship of Carl David af Wirsén (from the beginnings until April 1912) clearly reflect his preferences and ideology. Wirsén had a distinguished career before he became a member of the Academy. He had specialized in French literature and also taught and published on Swedish literature. From 1876 he had been both librarian and art curator in Gothenburg. He was a recognised poet and writer of hymns, wrote literary reviews, and collaborated on the Academy’s dictionary. He was thus well on the way to becoming a possible candidate for the Nobel Prize himself. He held strong conservative views, believing in the need to uphold the values of the state and the church as pillars of society, and supporting traditional family values. It is not surprising therefore to find him decrying the works of his fellow countryman August Strindberg, as well as Henrik Ibsen, Émile Zola and Leo Tolstoy.


In his Presentation Speech for the very first Nobel Prize in Literature Wirsén revealed clearly the extent to which his own philosophy had influenced the choice of the French philosopher and poet Sully Prudhomme. After much talk of Prudhomme’s ‘cosmopolitan aspirations’ and the fact that he was ‘an advocate of peace and the brotherhood of nations’, Wirsén described the main themes of his work as ‘love of the spiritual, his doubts, his sorrows, which nothing earthly can dissipate’. The presence of high moral idealism is most clearly emphasized towards the end of Wirsén’s speech. For him Prudhomme found ‘evidence of man’s supernatural destiny in the moral realm, in the voice of conscience, and in the lofty and undeniable prescriptions of duty’. He represented ‘better than most writers what the testator called “an idealistic tendency” in literature’.11


And there we have yet another rendering of Nobel’s ‘idealisk riktning’.


Perceptive modern readers might find themselves wondering whether Prudhomme’s high moral idealism is one of the reasons why it is difficult to find editions of his works nowadays let alone readers of them.


The award of the prize to the historian, Theodor Mommsen, in 1902, was justified by reference to the Nobel statutes which sanction the choice of ‘also other writings that in form or content show literary value’. Mommsen was also a giant among historians of his time and a polymath (amongst other fields he was also an expert in Roman Law, epigraphy and numismatics). In his Presentation Speech Wirsén again revealed his sympathies for the laureate’s ideals. He praised Mommsen’s depiction of ‘how the Roman’s obedience to the state was linked to the obedience of son to father’, and clearly felt close to Mommsen in the historian’s belief ‘that every state is built on sand unless the ruler and the government are tied together by a common morality. A healthy family life is to him the core of the nation.’12


With the weakening of the concept of the nuclear family and the evaporation of a shared morality, it is not surprising that few modern readers feel drawn to Mommsen’s writings, except for Germans and specialist historians (and among them mainly German specialist historians).


Wirsén made most of the Presentation Speeches during his tenancy of the chair but not all of them (the exceptions were in 1908, 1909 and 1912). He praised the Norwegian Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson in 1903 for his ‘purest and most elevated ideas’ and for how his genius put ‘the highest demands on human life’. Though many may have thought these ideals too high, ‘…in their noble severity they are infinitely preferable to the laxness that is all too prevalent in the literature of our day’.13 Wirsen’s evaluations of the qualities of the other laureates during this period are consistent throughout with this high moral idealism.


Neutral but Nice (1913‒21 approx.)


Under Harald Hjärne’s chairmanship the selection policy of the Academy underwent several significant changes. Whether this was due to his own ideals and influence or to the majority of opinions on the Nobel Committee it is difficult to determine. Some of the modifications were deemed necessary in response to changes in the world at large.


Hjärne was certainly a more liberally minded man than Wirsén, though he retained a strong nationalist commitment. He had been trained as a historian, held several professorships at leading Swedish universities, and was a member of a number of learned societies. He was also actively involved in various political issues of the day, such as voting rights, and matters concerning unions and national defence. For some time he was a parliamentary representative. It is likely that his antipathy to the conflicts between the great European powers on the eve of the First World War and during it contributed to the notable bias in favour of authors from Scandinavian and neutral countries in this period. Apart from one award to the first non-European (Rabindranath Tagore in 1913) and two awards to French writers (Romain Rolland in 1915 and Anatole France in 1921), one of the others went to Sweden itself (Verner von Heidenstam in 1916), one to Norway (Knut Hamsun in 1920), and two to Denmark (Karl Adolph Gjellerup and Henrik Pontoppidan in 1917, one of only four occasions when the award has been made to two writers at the same time). Possibly the most neutral of all countries, Switzerland, received its first Nobel Prize in literature in 1919, when it was awarded to Carl Spitteler. It is also noteworthy that the first two occasions when the prize was not awarded occurred in this period too, notably 1914 and 1918, at the outbreak and then the end of the First World War.


Stylish but Universal (1922‒43 approx.)


When Hjärne died in 1922, Per Hallström took over to become one of the longest serving chairmen (until 1946). Under his guidance good style and universal relevance became central concerns in the selection of laureates. This also meant that many innovative and experimental writers were not considered.


Hallström is himself well-known as a poet, dramatist and short story writer, and was also proposed as a candidate for the prize. His writing is very much admired for the depth of its compassion and its sensitivity to beauty. Under his chairmanship the stipulation ‘in an ideal direction’ was even more freely interpreted, though always with the general requisite for all Nobel Prizewinners: that their works confer ‘the greatest benefit on mankind’. This paved the way for the re-nomination of George Bernard Shaw in 1925, who had been rejected earlier. Something of Hallström’s own aesthetic sensitivity is perhaps reflected in the selection of William Butler Yeats in 1923, Thomas Mann in 1929 and John Galsworthy in 1932.


In the 1930s the criterion of ‘universal interest’, was stressed by the committee, which they interpreted as implying writers whose works were accessible to all. Thus obscure or exclusive writers stood little chance of selection. For these reasons Paul Valéry and Paul Claudel were declined in favour of more popular writers such as Sinclair Lewis in 1930 and Pearl S. Buck in 1938.


For the four years of 1940 to 1943, when Europe was at war yet again, the prize was not awarded.


Innovative and Profound (1940‒60s approx.)


After a long period in which no Nobel Prize in Literature was awarded, the Nobel Committee finally got its act together again in 1944 and reviewed the criteria required by Nobel’s will yet again. Hallström was still chairman until 1946 when he was succeeded by Anders Österling, who held the post until 1970. Perhaps the war had shaken up the committee’s sensitivities somewhat, for it now decided that popularity and accessibility were not lofty enough qualities to be sought if the Nobel Prize was to retain its respected status.


Perhaps the war had also disturbed the conscience and spirits of the members of the committee and enabled them to contemplate the possibility of considering more disturbing, more profound and even pessimistic writers. Was it not after all for the good of all mankind to have its conscience thoroughly rattled from time to time? Perhaps literary laurels should be awarded, as in the sciences, to those writers who had made new developments and opened up new possibilities in literature, who had provided a new way of looking at the world and displayed fresh, innovative use of language? Thus the committee found itself able to choose Hermann Hesse in 1946, whom it had rejected earlier for his ‘ethical anarchy’ amongst other negative aspects of his writing. Hesse was followed by André Gide in 1947, T.S. Eliot in 1948, and William Faulkner in 1949. Other outstanding innovators chosen were Albert Camus in 1957 and the French poet Saint-John Perse in 1960. Perhaps an especially free interpretation of Nobel’s criteria came with the selection of Samuel Beckett in 1969. In his Presentation Speech, Karl Ragnar Gierow, at the time the Permanent Secretary of the Academy but who would become the next chairman of the committee in the following year, explained that the committee had discovered a profound humanism in Beckett’s bleak vision of the world.


Celebrating Difference (From the late 60s onwards)


One noticeable phenomenon from the late 1960s onwards is the widening of the ‘catchment area’. The committee started to consider more readily the works of writers who had not only been innovative but who had also encouraged and raised the standards of literature in their countries, many now well outside the boundaries of Europe. The depiction of the lives of Jewish people living in Israel by Shmuel Yosef Agnon was honoured in 1966; the evocation of the lives of the Indian peoples of Latin America won the award for Miguel Ángel Asturias in 1967; Yasunari Kawabata’s insight into Japanese life won him the prize in 1968; and there followed prizes for Pablo Neruda (Chile, 1971), Patrick White (Australia, 1973), Gabriel García Márquez (Columbia, 1982), Wole Soyinka (Nigeria, 1986) and Naguib Mahfouz (Egypt, 1988). The trend has continued to the present day.


Also from the late 1970s onwards, many academicians felt it was time they honoured outstanding writers who had not yet gained universal recognition, giving them, in other words, the attention they deserved. In this category can be considered the awards to Isaac Bashevis Singer (USA, 1978), Odysseus Elytis (Greece, 1979), Elias Canetti (UK, 1981) and Jaroslav Seifert (Czechoslovakia, 1984). This criterion has continued to be regarded as important up to the present, with special focus on poets who would otherwise not have gained a worldwide audience, such as Octavio Paz (Mexico, 1990), Derek Walcott (Saint Lucia, 1992), Seamus Heaney (Ireland, 1995) and Wisława Szymborska (Poland, 1996).


But there is still scope for consideration of writers long recognised for their greatness but who have been overlooked for prizes in the past: for example Günter Grass (Germany, 1999), J.M. Coetzee (South Africa, 2003), Harold Pinter (UK, 2005) and Doris Lessing (UK, 2007).


Horses for Courses or The Literary Steeplechase


Having identified as far as possible the nature of the zeitgeist (what kind of writers the Nobel Committee might be looking out for at any given time), the next condition the would-be laureate must fulfil is: over-all fitness and stamina to survive the complex obstacle course ahead. Much will depend on the support that can be mustered from compatriots, and from a few internationally renowned literary critics thrown in for good measure. No mean challenge.


The procedure is clearly and unequivocally laid down by the Swedish Academy. The preliminary conditions are stated in paragraphs 7 and 8 of the Statutes of the Nobel Foundation14. Firstly, personal application is completely out of the question. One must be ‘nominated in writing by a person competent to make such a nomination’ (§7). This of course immediately begs the question how one identifies someone with such competency. Then after having identified such a person or persons (by a specific glance perhaps, or a Masonic-style handshake?), one must be sure to keep a careful eye on the calendar and make sure that the competent person is in full possession of all the necessary paperwork, for nominations must be ‘submitted during the preceding twelve months up to February 1’ (§7) and ‘be explained and accompanied by the publications and other documents cited in support of them’(§8).


All questions and doubts are resolved by the detailed guidelines provided by the Swedish Academy on its own website. Those persons competent to make nominations are:




	Members of the Swedish Academy and of other academies, institutions and Societies which are similar to it in construction and purpose;


	Professors of literature and of linguistics at universities and university colleges;


	Previous Nobel Laureates in Literature;


	Presidents of those societies of authors that are representatives of the literary production in their respective countries.15






All this makes it abundantly clear that one must not only be a brilliant writer in tune with the zeitgeist, but one must also cultivate a large circle of sympathetic and influential friends in the right academic and literary circles: it would be advantageous therefore to join as many prestigious associations as possible, including among them writers’ unions and the like, hobnob with relevant professors at conferences, attend writers’ festivals and ingratiate yourself with renowned authors, and endeavour to start up a correspondence with former literary laureates.


If you have found at least a handful of competent and willing nominators, then the initial hurdles have been overcome. Having ensured that you can trust in their commitment, you must then put yourself completely in their hands. They must put the nomination forward to the Nobel Committee, using all the necessary documentation you will have supplied. Thereafter there is nothing that the nominee can do, while the committee does its preparatory work. Lobbying, in any form, is completely out of the question.





The Nobel Year (1st February – 10th December)


The first task facing the Nobel Committee, when a nomination arrives (the deadline is currently 31st January), is to check that it has come from one of the authorized sources. Invented institutes and fictional professors will soon be discovered. If the source is clearly unauthorized, the application will simply be ignored. The committee then presents its list of approved nominations to the Academy early in February. As soon as the list has been ratified by the Academy it is returned to the Nobel Committee.


Even if authorized, many of the names will be eliminated at an early stage for various reasons: lack of good literary style and quality, or because their works are not essentially literary in nature or contain objectionable ideological or nationalistic ideas, etc.


The applications remaining are then studied in more detail. At this stage further expert assessment can be sought, and if the works are in a minority language, special translations can be commissioned.


In April the committee puts the results of its research to the Academy in the form of a preliminary list of about fifteen to twenty candidates. When the Academy has approved this preliminary list, it is sent back again to the committee, and by the end of May the committee supplies the definitive list of priority candidates. This list usually consists of only five names, and the Academy has the right to add or remove names.


The Academy members then spend the summer holidays reading any of the works by the five shortlisted authors with which they are unfamiliar. Each Nobel Committee member also has to prepare an individual report to be delivered to the Academy at the first meeting in the autumn, in mid-September. The choice of the winner must be made by early or mid-October. To win, a candidate must receive more than half the votes cast. The prize winner then receives the prize, which consists of a medal and a sum of money (the latest figure on the official website is about ten million kronor for 2009) from the King of Sweden in Stockholm Concert Hall on 10th December (Nobel Day).


Modifications have been made to the procedure over the years. Nowadays, for example, the Nobel Committee sends out actual invitations, in September of the year prior to the year of the award, to between 600 and 700 individuals and organisations which are qualified to nominate.


Under Starter’s Orders


If you feel that you have been able in your writing to identify the zeitgeist correctly, are confident of gaining the trust and admiration of powerful and influential persons competent to nominate, and can otherwise fulfil the requirements of the statutes of the Nobel Foundation, then you may still not be quite ready to face the gruelling race ahead. Many favourites have fallen and never gained the prize. It would be wise to study in depth the cautionary accounts of the successes and failures, the triumphs and pitfalls, of the great and the not so great, as described in the following pages.
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