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TO THE READER

"

The stories in this volume, though varied in locale, sub-

ject, style and inspiration, share a unique distinction: all
were written by recipients of the most coveted award in the world
of letters, the Nobel Prize for Literature.

The Nobel Prize is highly esteemed for several reasons. It is the
only literary award of true international prestige. And by bringing
the writer to the attention of a world-wide audience it elevates
the solitary figure of the artist to his rightful distinction as interna-
tional hero. Furthermore, in an age in which the cheap and the
shoddy is hailed by so many as art, the award invites that audience
to join in the celebration of the true artist’s devotion to his craft.
Finally, there is the attractive cash prize (worth about $30,000)
that accompanies the medallion bearing the likeness of Nobel on
one side and a symbolic representation of literature on the reverse
side.

Some writers (rarely those who win it) openly sneer at the
Nobel Prize, asserting that such awards are irrelevant, even an-
tagonistic, to the life of art. Gore Vidal, for instance, has com-
pared the award to the Roman custom of opening the veins in
the bath. Part of this prejudice against the prize probably stems
from the strong feeling that still surrounds the name of its
founder, Alfred Bernhard Nobel. He is remembered as the first
man to make and explode dynamite, as the Swedish industrialist
who amassed a vast fortune through the manufacture of explosives,
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as the conscience-stricken magnate who turned philanthropist be-
fore his death in San Remo, Italy, in 1896. As far as it goes, the
picture is not inaccurate, but it omits those elements which yield
the image of the whole man.

In reality, Nobel was also a quiet, peaceful, and studious man
who devoted most of his life to research in chemistry, engineering,
agriculture; he studied in the United States with the inventor of
the ironclad, the Monitor, and helped to develop synthetic rub-
ber. He was deeply interested in the cause of peace and the arts
and sciences that helped to perpetuate peace. In his will, he left a
nine million dollar trust fund, the interest from which was to be
distributed annually (on December 10th) “in the form of prizes
to those who have, within the respective twelve months succes-
sively elapsed, rendered the greatest service to mankind” in chem-
istry, medicine, physics, and peace. He also specified that the Swed-
ish Academy of Stockholm was to award an equal portion to the
“person who shall have produced in the field of literature the
most distinguished work of an idealistic tendency.”

The Academy clarified the somewhat turgid phrases of Nobel’s
will. Literature was interpreted to mean not only belles-lettres,
but also other works, provided that they possessed literary merit.
It also indicated that while the prize was to be awarded for the
author’s latest work, older achievements would be taken into ac-
count if their importance had become apparent within the speci-
fied period. Hence, while the Academy over the years has pre-
ferred the poet, playwright, or novelist, historians such as Winston
Churchill and Theodor Mommsen and philosophers such as
Bertrand Russell and Henri Bergson are among the recipients;
and while the Academy has often cited a particular work as the
basis of the award, such writers as Ernest Hemingway, T. S. Eliot,
Andre Gide, and Ivan Bunin—to mention a few—were honored
for their entire output.

The Academy also determined that a prize could be divided or
allotted jointly to two or more candidates, and that it could be re-
tained for the following year if no worthwhile work appeared in
the year under consideration. As a result, the prize was divided
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between two authors in 19o4 (Frederic Mistral and Don Jose
Echergaray) and 1917 (Karl Gjellerup and Henrik Pontoppidan),
and was withheld seven other years, all, except 1935, years in
which the world was at war.

However it has seen fit to interpret Nobel’s intentions, the
Academy has scrupulously observed his injunction that “no con-
sideration whatever is to be given to the nationality of the can-
didate”—except during the war years, when writers of neutral
countries were apparently given preference (hence the preponder-
ance of Scandinavian names during these periods). The fifty-four
winners represent eighteen nations. Most of the recipients have
been continental Europeans, but Great Britain, Iceland, India,
Chile, and the Irish Free State have been honored; and the United
States, though a late starter, has been represented by five winners
since Sinclair Lewis received the prize in 1930. French writers
have been chosen nine times, English writers six times, and Ger-
man writers five times. Until Boris Pasternak was named in 1958,
no writer living in Russia had ever (Bunin lived abroad) been
chosen for the distinction.

The first award was made in 1go1 to the Frenchman Rene F. A.
Sully-Prudhomme and for the first twenty-five years, at least,
the prize went to writers who had matured and written during
the previous century. Because great writers invariably reflect the
thoughts and tastes of their times and because they usually ac-
count for the artistic advances of their craft, this collection of
stories is more than an anthology of world-renowned writers. It is
a historical survey of the changing literary styles and tastes over
the past hundred years, and perhaps of more interest to an age
primarily interested in fiction, it is a survey of the developing form
of fiction during that period in literary history when that form was
becoming an art.

Like the novel, the short story, which was first proclaimed as a
distinct art form by Edgar Allen Poe, has undergone drastic
changes in the past century. Its development has in many ways
coincided with the development of the art of fiction. Among the
many advances that took place in fiction during the years covered

e ———v—
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by this anthology, two are most obvious in these stories: subtlety
of presentation and a shift from external physical action to in-
ternal mental or spiritual action. The nineteenth-century short
story, like the novel of that period, seldom required more of the
reader than an ability to read. The writer took infinite pains to
clarify his intention and his meaning, spelling out in what seems
to us today an obvious, often discursive manner the significance
of each character and event. The modern author, on the other
hand, is likely to expect a creative participation from his reader.
The reader must immerse himself in the story; he must be sensi-
tive to the subtle touches through which the atmosphere and set-
ting are developed, to the skillfully-handled symbols through
which character and significance of action are revealed. Earlier
fiction writers were content to present their characters from the
outside; today the writer probes, through symbol and suggestion
beyond the external facade of his characters and enters the com-
plex emotional and psychological inner terrain of the human be-
ing.

Therefore, we have tried to include in this collection stories
which not only appeal to modern tastes but which also represent
their authors and their period. Unfortunately, as a record of the
advances made in fiction, the book has some evident gaps. Some
of the greatest writers of our age could not be included. Though
their influence is apparent in the work of a number of writers rep-
resented here, Leo Tolstoy, Henry James, Marcel Proust, Joseph
Conrad, James Joyce, and D. H. Lawrence are missing from the
list of prize-winners.

Two other writers whom we should have liked to include—
Andre Gide and Emest Hemingway—are among the missing.
Their publishers refused to give us permission to reprint any
of their work. Such omissions, though painful to the specialist in
fiction, need not bother the general reader, whose enjoyment de-
pends upon the quality of the story he reads, not upon the repu-
tation of the writer. Our major aim has been to assemble a collec-
tion of quality fiction, and this aim we believe we have succeeded
in achieving. These stories, like all great literature, reveal to us the

——
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individual artist coming to grips with life in terms of the creative
and thinking human being. Several of them are notable for the
way they bring focus upon man as a creature of feeling and vision
searching for a dimly-remembered dream, crying out the anguish
of a soul crushed by its own will, looking into the heart of light
or darkness when the veil is twitched away for a moment, reflect-
ing the life of the mind and the promptings of the spirit.

Leo Hamadlian and Edmond L. Volpe
City College of New York
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THE FATHER

BJORNSTERNE B J ORNSEN is regarded, with Hendrik Ibsen, as
one of the fathers of modern Norwegian literature. Born in 1832 in the
northern mountains, he attended the University of Christiana and
soon afterwards embarked upon a distinguished career as a dramatist,
critic, poet, novelist, and moral and political leader. In 1903, he was
the third recipient of the Nobel Prize. Like two other award winners,
Wiladyslaw Reymont and Grazia Deledda, he sought to transmit to his
reader the life of the peasant, whom he considered the true representa-
tive of his nation. Simple and direct, his short stories convey the redlity
of nature in the austere life he depicts, and this compressed little
masterpiece, “The Father,” published in 1881, reveals his ability to
convey emotiondl intensity in a few words. When he died in Paris in
1910, his body was returned to Norway in state.

The man whose story is here to be told was the wealthiest
and most influential person in his parish; his name was
Thord Overass. He appeared in the priest’s study one day, tall
and earnest.
“I have gotten a son,” said he, “and I wish to present him for
baptism.”
“What shall his name be?”
“Finn—after my father.”
“And the sponsors?”
They were mentioned, and proved to be the best men and
women of Thord’s relations in the parish.



