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An Introduction to the Nobel Prize in Literature

The origin of the Nobel Prize in Literature

Alfred Bernhard Nobel is the famous Swedish inventor and chemist, who was
born in Stockholm on October 21, 1833, and died of heart attack on December
10, 1896 in San Remo, Italy. His research focused on explosives, including ni-
troglycerin, blasting caps, solid explosives, plastic explosives and other smoke-
free explosives. While in man-made DU plastic, artificial silk, leather, gas en-
gine and steel hydroxide welding technology he also had many inventions, and
obtained a total of 85 invention patents. When young, he was very concerned
about the cause of peace and hoped to eliminate wars and benefit humankind
through his own inventions.

Nobel wrote a will on November 27, 1895, donating all his property, more
than SEK33.23 million, to set up a fund, and the interest, each year as a bo-
nus, being granted those who “made the greatest contribution to the humanity
over the past year. ” According to his will, in the same year the Swedish govern-
ment established a “Nobel Foundation” , in charge of dividing the yearly interest
into five equal parts to grant those who: 1. has made the most important discovery
or invention in physics; 2. has made the most important discovery or improve-
ment in the chemical area; 3. has made the most important discovery in physiolo-
gy or medicine; 4. has produced in the field of literature the most outstanding
work in an ideal direction; 5. for good inter-ethnic harmony, has repealed or re-
duced the standing army as well as making the greatest efforts and contributions to
organize and publicize the peace conferences. Prizes in Physics and Chemistry are
awarded by the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences; prizes in Physiology and
Medicine by Karolinska Institute; Literature Prize by the Swedish Academy; and
Peace Prize by a five-member Committee elected by Norwegian Parliament.

According to the founder’s will, the Nobel Prize in Literature will be awarded,
“over the past year” , to those who have produced “in the field of literature the
most outstanding work in an ideal direction. ” Approved by the King in 1900 the
basic statutes were amended into the words “in recent years created” or “only in

recent years shows the significance of work”. The concept of “literary work” has

been expanded to the “works with literary value” , which include historical and
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philosophical works. The bonus for literary prize is under the unified management
of the Nobel Foundation in Stockholm. Swedish Academy decides on the award-
winning candidates, therefore the Academy has set up a specialized agency, and
established a Nobel Library, collecting literary works from different nations, en-
cyclopedias and newspaper articles.

The text of the statute provides that academicians, professors in history of lit-
erature or language professors in universities and other institutions of higher edu-
cation, Nobel Prize winners over the years and the presidents of writers’ associa-
tions in every nation are entitled to recommend candidates , while they themselves
cannot apply for it. Recommendations should be delivered to the Swedish Acade-
my on January 1 each year, and around November 1 the selection results will be
announced. Awarding is usually due to a writer’ s achievements in his literary
creation, and sometimes also to the success of a certain work, such as the British
writer Galsworthy by The Forsyte Saga, and the Yugoslav writer Andric by The
Bridge on the Drina. During the past 81 years, the prize was not awarded in
1914, 1918, 1935, 1940 to 1943. In 1904, 1917, 1966, 1974 prize was shared
by two winners. Soviet writer Boris Pasternak in 1958, and the French writer
Jean-Paul Sartre in 1964 have indicated that they refused to accept the award.

Nobel Prize for Literature is selected as follows:

A. Awarding norm: Nobel’ s probate and the Nobel Foundation statutes

Nobel Prize selection is not based on any recognized or well-known princi-
ples or standards, but on the wishes and ideas of Nobel. Its legal base is his last
will he signed on November 27, 1895. Nobel’ s prize-related part in his will is
summarized as follows:

“The whole of my remaining realizable estate shall be dealt with in the fol-
lowing way: the capital, invested in safe securities by my executors, shall consti-
tute a fund, the interest on which shall be annually distributed in the form of pri-
zes to those who, during the preceding year, shall have conferred the greatest
benefit on mankind. The said interest shall be divided into five equal parts,
which shall be apportioned as follows: one part to the person who shall have made
the most important discovery or invention within the field of physics; one part to
the person who shall have made the most important chemical discovery or im-
provement; one part to the person who shall have made the most important dis-

covery within the domain of physiology or medicine; one part to the person who

shall have produced in the field of literature the most outstanding work in an ideal
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direction; and one part to the person who shall have done the most or the best
work for fraternity between nations, for the abolition or reduction of standing ar-
niies and for the holding and promotion of peace congresses. The prizes for phy-
sics and chemistry shall be awarded by the Swedish Academy of Sciences; that
for physiological or medical work by the Caroline Institute in Stockholm; that for
literature by the Academy in Stockholm, and that for champions of peace by a
Committee of five persons to be elected by the Norwegian Storting. It is my ex-
press wish that in awarding the prizes no consideration whatever shall be given to
the nationality of the candidates, but that the most worthy shall receive the prize,
whether he be a Scandinavian or not. ”

This part of the wording was considered rough and less strict, which made
the implementation practically rather difficult. Therefore, the “Nobel Foundation
Statutes” made some necessary interpretations to the concerned part of the will
and added to some technical terms. The statues, on June 29, 1900, were ap-
proved by the King of Sweden, then in accordance with the implementation, were
given a number of modifications. The statutes confirmed the four awarding institu-
tions, recognizing “the Stockholm School” referred to “the Swedish Academy”
(Svenska Akademien, the English version is Swedish Academy). The institu-
tions respectively worked out specific rules, took responsibilities for their own se-
lection and awarding of the Nobel Prize. They set up a special “ Nobel Prize
(awarding) Committee” , responsible for the primary work (the Norwegian Nobel
Committee does not establish primary committee) , and selected the constituents
to make up a Council of the Nobel Foundation. Some significant results in one
year cannot be confirmed in one year so the time limit “past year” provided by
the testator has been appropriately interpreted as “the recent achievements” or
“the old results that have only recently shown significance”, but the achieve-
ments of the deceased before his death shall not be considered. As for the Prize
in Literature, the word “literature” was defined as “not only a pure literature”
(e.g. poems, novels, plays), “but also other literal works of literary value be-
cause of its form and style. ”

B. Awarding Institute: The Swedish Academy and its Nobel Committee

On April 5, 1786, Sweden’ s King Gustav III, on the model of French Acade-
my, has set up “Swedish Academy” in the capital Stockholm. *Swedish Acade-

my” neither linked its name to “Royal” title, nor used the word “literature” as a

modifier. Compared with “the Royal Swedish Academy” , only the term “Royal”
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was omitted, has often been confused, thinking that both Prize in Literature and
Science Award are awarded by the same institution. “gRdir2£BE” is the com-
mon Chinese version, but actually its basic task is not limited to literature. The
initial intention didn’t even lie in literature but in language, mainly for the
Swedish language to be “pure, vigorous and solemn. ” Swedish Academy is com-
posed of 18 academicians for life, first directly appointed by Gustav III, and they
were all men. The vacant will be filled up first from other Academicians’ nomi-
nations, then by secret ballot, and finally approved by the King and announced
to the public. Because language is the major subject in the past, most academi-
cians are traditionally linguists and historians, with only a few litterateurs and
writers, has been changed in recent years. According to the statutes, there will
always be an authority of the legal profession. In 1896, the Swedish Academy re-
ceived the task of awarding the Nobel Prize in literature, and its function gradual-
ly shifted to the literature field. A growing number of litterateurs and writers have
been by-elected as the academicians, and in recent years, the total number is
more than half finally.

Three to five academicians ( currently five) are elected from Swedish Acade-
my to constitute a Nobel Commitiee, and they will be re-elected every three
years. In principle one of the members can be an outside expert, which is rare in
fact. The Committee just takes charge of some preparatory work for selections,
the final decision still belongs to all the academicians.

All the academicians are generally well-known writers and scholars who mas-
ter four or five foreign languages, and can read the original works of Britain,
France, Germany, the Occident and the Nordic nations. Some of them are also
familiar with Russian.

Therefore , their understanding of literature of other peoples does not depend
on the Academy’ s experts in the language, and is not limited to Swedish transla-
tion. For example, Professor Ma Yueran is the only sinologist in the Academy.
For many years he has highly recommended Chinese poet in exile, Bei Dao, as a
candidate, and translated and published his poems as soon as possible, even
much faster than publication of its original version. However, it is a pity that
most of Academy cannot agree with his recommendation so far.

C. Procedures for the nomination and selection

It is not any person who is eligible to be a Nobel Prize nominator. For exam-

ple, group-nomination and self-application will not be accepted. The qualifica-
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tions of the Literature Prize nominators are: (1) Academicians in Swedish Acade-
my and equivalent academicians from other countries; @) a professor in literature
or linguistics in colleges and universities; @) nobel laureates in literature; @
chairmen of writers associations in different countries.

In every September, invitations for nominating candidates for the next year
are sent to all over the world. Recently, every year more than 600 copies of the
invitation have been issued to the relevant groups and eligible individuals. Nomi-
nators must submit a formal letter of nomination, with relevant information of the
candidates (such as the original or translation work) , to the corresponding awar-
ding institutions before the midnight on February 1, and the overdue will be in-
cluded in the list of next year.

In addition to the Peace Prize, the Nobel Prize candidates must be individu-
als and have achievements in writing forms. Since each prize may only be shared
by up to three winners, the each nominated achievement can only by shared by
up to three candidates. Therefore, each nominator shall recommend three candi-
dates at most. Literature Prize is shared by up to two, so the candidates should
be at most two. Recently hundreds of nomination letters have been received each
year, even more than 350.

All the Nobel Committees start selection on February 1 each year and submit
a written report about the recommended candidate to the awarding institution early
autumn in the same year. The Committee can recommend only one candidate,
who will be voted, changed or rejected by all the members on the Committee.
From 1970s, the Swedish Academy gradually has carried out the following multi-
step selection process:

1. Qualification: First of all, the Committee shall exclude those unqualified
nominations and then register the valid nominations in the “primary” list, which
in early February will be submitted to the Academy to be audited. As some can-
didates were nominated by more than one person, 350 letters can be grouped into
a “long list” of two hundred candidates.

2. Primary election: The Committee shall estimate and eliminate the majori-
ty of candidates, work out a “check list” that is compressed to 15-20 candidates
(commonly known as “semi-long list” ) , and once again submit to the Academy
for approval. Some are rejected because their works are scientific papers in which
there is no sufficient literary value; While some because their works did not meet

the necessary standards, though they are purely literary works; some because
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they are nominated by the non-literary reasons, but political, ideological or na-
tionalist reasons. In addition, based on lessons from the past, the first-time nomi-
nees shall be first eliminated, and it is the same case for the high-ranking govern-
ment officials or former senior government officials. At this stage, the Committee
sometimes will seek expert advice for those works which they are not familiar
with, or arrange urgent translation for those works that lack the proper version.

3. Check: The Committee shall work out a “run-off list” ( commonly known
as “short list” ) , and submit to the Academy for approval. The list can be re-
vised, replaced and added at the conference of the Academy.

4. Run-off election: From the beginning of June, the summer assignment of
all the academicians is to read the works of five candidates. As most of the candi-
dates are the also-rans in the previous year, the academicians only need to read
one or two new works, as well as the new works of the “old candidates” over the
past year. All of the judges are also required to write a recommendation report re-
spectively. The Academy will resume in mid-September to begin the process of
run-off election. The surveys on the recent situation about the run-off candidates
will also be completed in these three months. Awarding institute has the right to
make the final decision, which means it can overturn the Committee ’ s unanimous
recommendation, and does not accept any appeal. The Committee shall be given
two to four weeks to resume and publish the results. On every Thursday night
they will discuss, review and vote until a candidate has won more than half of the
votes. If no one can get more than half of votes repeatedly, sometimes a com-
prised will be reached to select two to share the Award, or the vacancies will re-
main until the next year.

5. Awards Notice: All the Awarding Institutions shall vote in and proclaim
the Nobel Laureate of that year in October, no later than October 15. Time for
the publication of Prize in Literature is generally the first Thursday in October and
sometimes the second Thursday. The notice only publicizes the final awarding de-
cision, as well as the rationale. All of the review and voting records shall be kept
confidential , being valid for 50 years. For controversies caused by the results will
not be given any comment. December 10 each year is “Nobel Day” , that is, No-
bel’s death-day, on which grand awarding ceremonies will be held in Stockholm 1
Sweden, respectively, and Oslo, Norway. The Peace Prize will be awarded by
the President of the Norwegian Parliament in Oslo City Hall, and other Prizes by
the King of Sweden in Stockholm Concert Hall. Each Nobel Prize winner will re-

12
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ceive a bonus check , as well as a certificate and a gold medal in which the head
portrait of Nobel is molded. If the winner refuses to accept the award, or by the
next October 1 he still fails to draw the bonus check according to the Foundation’ s

request, the money will be automatically entered the fund.

B KR A M LIS, B — KRR — BB IUR KRB & UK
B WRRRFIEAIE REEWRE 10 A 1 BATREHRES ZHTR
HREEXE KL ASIIFAETES,




