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Abstract:

The present paper presents the Norwegian author Knut Hamsun as he has been
perceived in the Romanian literary and cultural frame between 1919-1926. Such a
work intends to do research upon relevant articles written in this period. His
positioning as a well-established predecessor within the modernist European
literary framing is empowered by biographical information to be found in abundance
in a wide range of literary specialized magazines. Among them, , Adevdrul Literar
si Artistic”, ,Sburdtorul Literar”, , Viata Literard”, or ,, Viata Romdnesci”. The
work is structured on a chronological overview of his reception in the Romanian
culture from the interwar period. The novels whose reviews were shortly mentioned
are “Pan”, “Victoria” and ‘Hunger”. The translators are also to be mentioned,
given the fact that they are outstanding figures for the Romanian culture. The
biographical details concern his winning of the Nobel Prize in 1920, and how this
was perceived by the Romanian literary critics. More precisely, if there is any shift
in the perception of the author before and after the Nobel award.

Rezumat:

Lucrarea de fatid il prezintd pe autorul norvegian Knut Hamsun asa cum a fost
perceput in contextul literar Si cultural romadnesc al anilor 1919-1926. Intentiondam
cercetdri ale articolelor relevante scrise in aceastd perioadd. Pozifionarea sa ca un
predecesor al modernismului european este imputernicitd de informatii biografice
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aparute tntr-o gamid largd de reviste literare de specialitate. Printre ele, ,, Adevirul
literar i artistic”, , Sburdtorul literar”, ,, Viata literard” sau ,, Viata Romdneascd”.
Lucrarea este structurati pe o prezentare cronologicd a receptdrii sale in cultura
romdneascd din perioada interbelicd. Romanele la ale cdror recenzii se face referire
sunt ,, Pan”, , Victoria” si ,,Foamea”. Traducdtorii trebuie de asemenea mentionati,
dat fiind faptul cd sunt figuri de marcd pentru cultura romdneascd. Detaliile
biografice au de a face cu cistigarea Premiului Nobel in 1920 si cu modul in care
acest lucru a fost perceput de citre criticii literari romdni. Mai exact, dacd se
produce vreo schimbare in perceptia autorului tnainte Si dupd Premiul Nobel.

Keywords: Nobel Prize winner, interwar period, biography, review,
translations, Romanian culture, periodical

Who could be “the best Norwegian writer”? [our translation], the one
who wrote Pan and Hunger, ”a massive writer who was awarded the Nobel
Prize three years ago”? [our translation]? Characterized by having “an
optimism and an exceptionally contemplative serenity among Nordics”3
[our translation], he is also “opponent to Ibsen’s work”* [our translation].
Knut Hamsun is the only name that could join together so many
controversial representations in a foreign culture.

Starting with the 20th century, Knut Hamsun was considered to be
one of the best novelists in Europe. Even though during World War Il he was
associated with the Norwegian Nationalistic Party and was accused of
treason at the end of the war, in 1945, his writings remained masterpieces,
clear of any political ideology. Nowadays, regardless of what his political
inclinations might have been, Knut Hamsun is one of the most appreciated
authors in Norway.

Furthermore, he is a forerunner of the stream of consciousness
technique which he promoted in his novel Hunger, published in June 1890.
Modernist characteristics such as solitude, estrangement, revolt against the

1 Knut Hamsun - Insemnari,” Adevirul Literar si Artistic, nr. 1 (1920): 4. ,,cel mai bun scriitor
norvegian”.

2 Demostene Botez, , Knut Hamsun: Victoria,” Opinia, nr. 4719 (1923): 1. ,scriitorul masiv care
a primit premiul Nobel acum trei ani”.

3 A. Dominic, ,Knut Hamsun. Portrete strdine,” Miscarea Literard, nr. 9 (1925): 1. ,optimism
si 0 senindtate contemplativa de exceptie printre nordici”.

4, Knut Hamsun. Carti, idei, oameni,” Romdnia Noud, nr.7 (1921): 4. ,un adversar al operei
ibseniene”.
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society and against the divinity are concepts that support its positioning as
the first modernist novel in Norway. He thus redefined the concept of the
novel not only in Norwegian literature but also in world literature, being
considered the first modernist novelist in Norway.

Before publishing Hunger he theorized upon a new type of literature
in his programmatic article, From the Unconscious Life of the Soul (Fra det
ubevidste sjeeleliv). In his 1890 manifesto, he insisted as well on creating a
literature centred upon the individual, that is a psychological literature. That
was due to the fact that the psychic activity was considered too delicate to be
communicated through already existing literary techniques, namely the
typologies imposed by the realistic trend. He thus focuses not only on the
way they act under the pressures of the environment, but also on
understanding what happens in the mind of his characters: “What if
literature would finally start investigating a little closer psychical states?”>
[our translation].

What Iintend in this paper is to provide an overview of his reception
in various Romanian literary periodicals in the period from 1919 to 1926.

Starting from the above mentioned premise, the main topic of my
paper is to offer a general perspective of his influence in the Romanian
cultural life as presented in this precise period. Biographical and
bibliographical details before and after he received the Nobel Prize for
literature support this thesis. Furthermore, I shall also make reference to
some reviews of the translations that primarily entered the Romanian
literary market. The work was based on a close reading of articles in old
periodicals, followed by a critical interpretation. The access to all these
articles has been considerably eased by a bibliography investigating the
relations of the Romanian literature with foreign literatures, in periodicals,
for the period 1919-1944. It contains clear and concise bibliographical
information in order to find the article directly®.

To begin with, one should analyze Knut Hamsun's recognition as a
Nobel Prize winner, by mentioning that he was one of the most prominent
Norwegian writers of his time and one of the three Norwegian Nobel
laureates in literature. Hamsun is considered one of the foremost

5 Knut Hamsun, “Fra det ubevidste sjeleliv,” Samtiden, June, 1890. "Hvad om nu Litteraturen
i det hele taget begynte at beskeeftige sig lidt mere med sjeelelige Tilstande...?”.
6 Ana-Maria Brezuleanu et al., Bibliografia relatiilor literaturii romdne cu literaturile strdine in
periodice (1919 - 1944), vol. 1II (Bucuresti: Ed. Saeculum 1.0., 2000).
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representatives of neo-romanticism in Norway. He was unhappy with the
way realism portrayed stereotypes within people and would put emotion in
the centre. This stood at the basis of writing a new type of literature with
psychological insights?.

There are of course many articles in the cultural area of early 20t
century illustrating his award. Before dealing with them, it is important to
note articles denying his awarding of the Nobel in 1920. One of them is in
Luceafirul at the very beginning of the reference year: 1st February 19208.

In any case, the year 1919 highlights his reputation as a literary
personality: “A social writer with deep psychological insights”® [our
translation], bearing all the hallmarks of the Nordic style. Thus, in magazines
such as Patria, Adevirul or Sburdtorul Literar, to name just a few, there was
information about the person who had written Hunger and Pan, and who
now had achieved a successful position. Whether there are clear references
to Hamsun as a Nobel Prize winner, or just comments on his writing, one
thing is for sure: the Norwegian author became representative in the
European context, beginning with the first part of the 1900s and until today.

Indicative of Hamsun's reception on the Romanian literary market is
a chronological overview of articles from literary periodicals. [nsemmniiri
literare from 1919 contains an article where Mihai Ralea states that Hamsun
had just been awarded the Nobel Prize: ”An art researcher could classify
contemporary literature in two main sections: Nordic literature and
European literature. The Nordic point of view is different, having other
ethics concepts, actions. In this respect, the most representative is today's
Nobel Prize winner, Knut Hamsun [...] Knut Hamsun is a cultivated
primitive. [...] With a modest start, Knut Hamsun has received enough
culture to disturb the mind, without satisfying it. His life, unimaginably
varied, is the obsession of a bewildered.”1° [our translation].

7 Roar Lars Langslet, Hamsun. Det skiftende spillets dikter (Oslo: Aventura Forlag, 1996), 58.

8, Premiul Nobel pe 1919 - Cronica. Insemnari,” Luceafirul, nr. 2-3 (1920): 48.

9 C. Sateanu, , Knut Hamsun: Péreri si fapte,” Miscarea, nr. 171 (1919): 1. ,scriitor social si
profund psiholog”.

10 Mihai Ralea, , Knut Hamsun. Portret literar,” Insemndri Literare, nr. 33 (1919): 13. ,Un
geometru in ale artei ar putea clasifica literatura contemporand in doud mari capitole:
literatura europeand si literatura nordicd. Punctul de vedere nordic e altul; altele sunt
moravurile conceptiile, actiunile. In privinta aceasta cel mai reprezentativ tip e premiantul
Nobel de azi, Knut Hamsun [....] Knut Hamsun e un primitiv cultivat. [...] Pornit de jos, Knut
Hamsun a primit atata culturd cat poate tulbura o minte, fard s’o satisfacd. Viata sa, de o
varietate nelnchipuitd, e obsesia unui dezorientat”.
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1921 is characterized by substantial reviews after the first translation
of Pan, not directly from Norwegian, but from German. Prior to analyzing
them, I shall portray a biographical background, influenced by the
breakthrough with this novel. “I swear to God I'm going to write an
extraordinary book now, just trust me, I'm really into it. [...] Oh, I've got
something in my mind! Bolette Larsen, may God punish me if I don’t amaze
you a bit next time with my book from Nordland. As it will be beautiful!?”
[our translation]

And it was a beautiful book indeed! “Your book is natural and simple,
like cherries in the summer”12 [our translation]. A presentation of an
unmentioned author appeared in Cuwvdntul literar, Bucharest, shortly after
Ion Luca Caragiale’s translation of Pan. He is the first to translate this novel,
but through a contact culture, namely German. The article is entitled Din
straindtate (From abroad).’®> A wider presentation - this time of the author’s
originality was written by Adrian Dragoescu in Adevdrul literar si Artistic.1*
A review that I find worth mentioning at this point is from Sburitorul literar,
written by Mihail Iorgulescu. Pan is characterized as: ”A good book, with a
bad translation. Luca I. Caragiale is to be praised for kind intentions of
spreading Scandinavian literature. The final result unfortunately
overshadows his remembrance. [...] The diary form accurately describes the
sufferings of a primitive soul, with almost wild outbursts, but in fact of a
completely modern refinement.”?> [our translation].

Hence, it is the first time that the book’s primary translation is
criticized, although Caragiale’s work shall remain a standpoint for many
other literary analyses hitherto. Some of them will also be referred to during
the current study.

11 Hamsun til Larsen 31.10, 12.11 and 23.11.93, qtd. in Ingar Sletten Kolloen, Hamsun Erobreren
(Possneck: Gyldendal Norsk Forlag, 2005), 190. “Jeg skal ved Gud i Himmelen skrive en
underlig og inderlig bok nu, tro mig, bare, jeg er aldeles omtiget av den. [...] A, jeg har noget
i hovedet! Bolette Larsen, jeg skal sa Gud straffe mig forundre Dere lidt neeste gang med min
bog fra Nordland. For den skal blive vakker”.

12 B. Fundoianu, ,,Knut Hamsun, Pan, traducere de Ion Luca Caragiale,” Rampa Noud Ilustratd,
nr. 987(1921): 1., Cartea ta e fireascd si simpld, cum sunt visinii vara”.

13, Pan, de Knut Hamsun,” Cuvdntul Literar, 1, nr. 2 (1921): 29.

14 Adrian Dragoescu, , Knut Hamsun, Pan,” Adevdirul Literar si Artistic, nr. 16 (1921): 4.

15 Mihail Iorgulescu, ,Knut Hamsun, Pan,” Sburitorul Literar, nr.1 (1921): 20. ,,O carte bung,
tradusa rdu. Luca I. Caragiale meritd laude pentru frumoasele intentii de a raspandi literatura
scandinava. Executarea intentiilor sale e insd o patd pe amintirea lui. [...] In forma de jurnal
sunt prinse cu fidelitate suferintele unui suflet de o primitiviate si candoare aproape salbateca
in manifestari, in fond insd de o rafinerie cu totul moderna”.
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Pan is not the only novel to be reviewed in 1921. Victoria is described
as “aromance novel written by a modern writer.”1¢ [our translation]. Markens
Grode (The Growth of the Soil), translated as Cultura Pdmantului is presented as
the last work, with “literary, social and moral value.”?” [our translation]. An
advised reader, who knows the original language, will certainly contradict
with this title, but this is a totally different topic.

One year later, in 1922 Adrian Dragoescu published in Flacdra,
Bucharest an article in which he is an advocate of the author’s originality:
“The originality in portraying characters, the positivism used for
emphasizing such a veridical state of mind [...] such a representative and
vibrant description of ordinary life ... ”18 [our translation].

Cora Irineu wrote a review of Pan in Viata Romaneascd from 1922, two
years after the book appeared at a publishing house with the same name, in
Caragiale’s translation. Petre Pandreal Marcu is the one who in 1923 started
the series of Hamsun articles with, again, an appreciative review of Pan. By
providing multiple quotes from Caragiale’s translation, he tries to explain
what nature means for the Norwegian author. Furthermore, he deals with
Knust Hamsun'’s style (perhaps this extra s is just a misprint). “Hamsun’s
Return to nature is not a romantic refuge, [...] since Nature is for him a reality
he can live in, the necessary ambience where the soul can exist and have a
resonance. [...] Hamsun is hopelessly antisocial.”?® [our translation].

As aforementioned, not only Pan has been more or less criticized, but
also Victoria, to some extent. Silvan Lorin’s translation has received a
negative commentary, as it stands against a standardized Romanian
language: “From a certain point, the literary world, convinced of the great
gap that can be filled with translations of universal literary works, rightly
turned their attention towards them. [...] It was precisely because these
productions were necessary, well received and rewarded enough [...] all

16 Knut Hamsun, Victoria,” Adevdrul Literar si Artistic, nr. 19 (1921): 4. ,roman de dragoste,
scris de un autor la moda”.

17, Ultima operd a lui Knut Hamsun,” Opinia, nr. 4370 (1921): 1. ,valoare literard, sociald si
morald”.

18 Adrian Dragoescu, ,Knut Hamsun. Din neguri scandinave,” Flacira, nr. 15 (1922): 236.
,originalitatea cu care schiteaza caracterele, pozitivismul cu care subliniaza starea sufleteascd
atat de veridicd [...] descrierea atat de reprezentativé si vibranta a vietii ordinare....”

19 P. Marcu, ,Pan, de Knut Hamsun. Aspecte contemporane,” Flacira, nr. 6 (1923): 115.
,Reintoarcerea la naturd a lui Hamsun nu este un refugiu romantic, [...] ci Natura pentru el
este o realitate in care poate trdi, ambiantd necesard unde sufletul poate exista si poate avea o
rezonantd. [...] Hamsun este iremediabil nesociabil.”
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those who know to look up in a foreign dictionary and are still able to link
two crippled phrases in Romanian felt themselves obliged to darken a world
personality, mutilating it as barbaric as possible and claiming as their last
excuse: our language is poor! [..] the whole book is completely anti-
Romanian, translated thoroughly unaesthetic. Poor Knut Hamsun, poor
Victoria! Poor Romanian language!”2 [our translation].

It seems that the great number of attempts to analyze Hamsun makes
it difficult to coherently choose what should be mentioned and what should
be left aside, him being an author who presents the deepest thoughts of his
characters in such a way that: “He himself is surprised by their behaviour,
just like us.”?! [our translation].

Given the fact that the intention in this paper is to focus on a
particular period, I have also chosen to limit the investigation at presenting
the reception of only a few of his books. These were, until now, Pan and
Victoria. Hunger comes next, thus 1924 as another representative year for
Hamsun'’s reception. Enric Furtund is a Romanian poet and playwright. He
is important as he was one of the first to review Hunger: “The novel entitled
Hunger is undoubtedly an autobiographical one: an artistic and meaningful
confession of Knut Hamsun’s years of poverty. But this horrible poverty is overcome
by the pride and dignity of a human nature aware of its superior essence [...].
Through its unparalleled art, this novel arrays Knut Hamsun (the author of Pan)
among the greatest masters of writing and of the poor human soul.” 2 [our
translation].

20 C. Mihdilescu, , Traducerile - cu prilejul Victoriei de Knut Hamsun,” Clipa (Bucuresti) nr.
28 (1923): 1. ,Dela o vreme, lumea literard, convinsa de golul cel mare pe care il umple
traducerile capod’operilor universale, au indreptat, pe buna dreptate, toate atentiile inspre ele
[...] Tocmai pentru ca aceste productii au fost necesare, bine primite si rasplitite indeajuns
[...] toti cati stiu sd caute intr'un dictionar strdin si mai pot sa lege doud fraze schiloade in
romaneste, s’au simtit obligati sd intunece céte o personalitate mondiald, mutiland-o, cum nu
se poate mai barbar si gasind ca ultimd scuza: limba noastrd e sdracd! [...] Cartea e intreaga
antiromaneascd, complet inestetic tradusa. Bietul Knut Hamsun, sdrmana Victoria! Biata
limba romaneasca!”

2 Tudor Ispravd, , Ultimul capitol, noul roman al lui Knut Hamsun,” Dreptatea (Chisindu) nr.
98 (1924): 2. ,,si Hamsun se miri el insusi de purtarea lor tot asa de mult ca si noi.”

22 Enric Furtund, ,O spovedanie artisticd,” Lumea (lasi) nr. 3 (1924): 6. ,Romanul intitulat
Foamea e, fard indoiald, de natura autobiograficd: o spovedanie artisticd si plina de talc din
anii de sdrdcie ai lui Knut Hamsun. Aceasta oribilad sdracie insa este biruitd de méandria si
demnitatea unei firi constiente de esenta ei superioara [...] Prin arta lui incomparabild,
romanul acesta raindueste pe Knut Hamsun (autorul lui Pan) intre cei mai zguduitori mesteri
ai scrisului si-al bietului suflet omenesc.”

153



Revista Romani de Studii Baltice $i Nordice / The Romanian Journal for Baltic and Nordic Studies 6 (1)

An article from 1925 states that Hamsun was born in 1860 in a
Norwegian village.2? One could drop such a harsh criticism (as Hamsun was
born in 1859), if taking into account that the primary dates could have been
mistaken since the attention was on the authorship and not on the years. For
those not knowing that Hamsun was “a limited, unsociable spirit [...]
misanthrope”?* [our translation], this image will remain in their minds after
reading the article. The same person is the one who in his late years “clings to
his habits from misery times: when he received a yellow watch as a gift, he did
not know what to do with it. He had another one, made of nickel!” [our
translation].

Om hundrere dr er alting glemt (In One Hundred Years Time, Everything
Is Forgotten), is the title of one of his poems. But within six years from
winning the Nobel, he was not forgotten at all. 1926 might be called as
another reference year for the Romanian literary field. Firstly, because one
finds in two different periodicals from that same year references to a coming
publication of Sult (Hunger). From a French translation, purportedly:
“French newspapers announce the translation of Hamsun’s Hunger. Thus,
the reading of the most heartbreaking tragedy of mankind will be open to
our public.”? [our translation].

All these quotes do nothing but express the same idea in many words,
namely that Hunger had a great impact in Romania, as it had worldwide. It
was a book expected with curiosity by the Romanian public, thanks to its so-
called autobiographical character. Ion Pas provides an overview of the novel,
by pointing out that there is a proper relationship between creativity and
misery in the act of writing. His review plays an important role as he is the
first to translate the novel in Romanian. ”It is announced that Knut
Hamsun’s Hunger shall appear in Romanian, as well. [...] This literary work
is and will remain forever shocking because it's written with extraordinary
sincerity. The novel’s hero is the Scandinavian writer himself, whom life has
not caressed at the beginning, as it has not caressed that impressive legion of

23 fnsemndrile sdptamanii - Knut Hamsun,” Cuvdntul Literar si Artistic, nr. 5 (1925): 4.
~Néscut la 1860, intr’un sat norvegian...”

2 Tbidem. ,spirit marginit, lipsit de sociabilitate [...] mizantrop [...] batran, isi pastreaza inca
apucéturile sale din timpurile de mizerie: cand i s-a facut cadou un ceas de aur n’a stiut ce sa
facd cu dansul. Avea altul, de nichel!”

%5 C. Narly, ,Knut Hamsun,” Viata Literard, nr. 4 (1926): 3. , Ziarele franceze anunta traducerea
Foamei lui Hamsun. Astfel va fi accesibild si publicului nostru lectura celei mai sfasietoare
tragedii omenesti.”
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writers whose biography itself seems an excerpt of untrustworthy literature.
[...] Elements of the author’s life overlap with those of the book’s hero. This
is why this book shocks, from its first to its last page, and because it is written
so sincerely, despising any literary contrivance, it remains unique in the
universal literature.”26 [our translation].

Two more reviews were written in 1926 in periodicals like Clopotul
and Cultura Proletard, in order to strengthen the novel’s impact. Both of them
came out in October, the first at the beginning of the month and the other in
the middle of the month.

I have decided not to end up with 1926, but to go on further at
something written in 1929, that is, when the Norwegian author became
seventy. He is still portrayed as “a misanthrope, a solitary. When he was
awarded the Nobel Prize, he was asked about the way he wanted people to
be like. He answered: They should be good people, able to sacrifice themselves for
home and children. There is nothing more you can ask them?” [our translation].

Was Knut Hamsun really a solitary and a misanthrope person? Yes,
he was lonely in trying to explain as many unknown aspects of our
behaviour, offering a valuable piece of writing to readers all over the world.
The Romanian readers can as well have access to Hamsun’s universe
through the work of Ion Luca Caragiale or Ion Pas. Mihai Ralea, Cora Irineu,
Demostene Botez or Enric Furtund, to mention the authors of only a few
articles, have been advocates of Hamsun’s mastery, acknowledged also
nowadays. This aura of success around Hamsun may be explained by his
winning of the Nobel Prize in 1920. But this positive reception shall only last
until the 1940s, when there is a huge shift in his image in Romania and the

2 Jon Pas, ,Foamea,” Lupta, nr.1372 (1926) : 1. ,,Se anuntd cd va apare si in romaneste Foarmea
lui Knut Hamsun [...] Opera a rdmas si va ramane de-a pururi zguduitoare céci e scrisd cu
extraordinard sinceritate. Eroul romanului e insusi scriitorul scandinav pe care viata nu l-a
dezmierdat la inceput cum n’a dezmierdat acea impresionantd legiune de scriitori a caror
biografie ni se pare ea insdsi o pagind de literaturd neverosimila. [...] Elementele vietii
autorului se confunda cu ale eroului din carte. De aceea cartea zgudue dela prima la cea din
urma paging, - iar pentru ca e scrisd cu desavarsita sinceritate, in dispretul ori carei preocupari
de artificiu literar, ea rdmane fara echivalent in literatura universald.”

27, La 4 august scriitorul norvegian implineste 70 de ani,” Gazeta Noastrd, nr. 87 (1929): 9. ,a
rdmas in fond un mizantrop, un singuratic. Cand i se atribui Premiul Nobel, fu intrebat cum
ar dori sa fie oamenii. Raspunse: Si fie buni si sd se sacrifice pentru cimin gi copii. Mai mult nu le
poti cere”.
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entire world, because of his Nazi sympathies. Since this is not the subject of
this paper, it shall be investigated in further studies.

To conclude, his reception in the first years of the 1920s denotes a
growing interest in his work combined with a positive attitude on his
activity. It is one of Hamsun's greatest periods of reception in Romania.
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