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TRANSLATOR'S PREFACE

In the autumn of 1888 a4 Danish magazine pub-
lished a few chapters of an autobiographical novel
which instantly created the greatest stir in literary
circles throughout Europe. At that time Ibsen,
Bjérnson, Brandes, Strindberg, and other Secandi-
navian writers were at the height of their cosmo-
politan fame, and it was only natural that the
reading world should keep in elose toueh with
the literary production of the North. But even the
professional star-gazers, who maintained a vigilant
wateh on northern skies, had never come across the
name of Knut Hamsun. He was unknown; what-
ever slight attention his earlier strupgles for recog-
nition may have attracted was long ago forgotten.
And now he blazed forth overnight, with meteoric
suddenness, with a strange, fantastic, intense bril-
liance which could only emanate from a star of the
first magnitude.

Sudden as was Hamsun’s recognition, however,
it has proved lasting. The story of his rise from
obscurity to fame is one of absorbing interest. Be-
hind that hour of triumph lay & long and bitter
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struggle, weary years of striving, of constant and
courageous battle with a destiny that strewed his
path with disappointments and defeats, overwhelm-
ing him with adversities that would have swamped a
genius of less energy and real power.

Knut Hamsun began life in one of the deep Nor-
wegian vallevs familiar to English readers through
Bjoérnzon’s earlier stories. He was born in August,
1860. When he was four years old his poverty-
stricken parents sent him to an uncle, a atern, un-
lovely man who made his home on one of the Lofoten
Islands—that ' Drama in Gramte’ which Norway's
rugged coast-line flings far into the Arctie night.
Here he grew up, a taciturn, peculiar lad, inured
to hardship and danger, in elose communion with
nature; dreaming through the endless northern twi-
light, revelling through the brief intense sumauer,
surrounded by influences and by an atmosphere
which later were to give to his production its strange,
mystical eolouring, its pendulum-swings from ex-
treme to extrome.

At seventeen he was apprenticed to a cobbler,
and while working at his trade he wrote and, at the
cost of no one knows what sacrifices, saved enough
money to have his frst literary cfforts printed and
published. They consisted of a long, fantastic poem
and a novel, * Biirger "—the latter a grotesque con-
slomeration of ntense self-analytical studies. These
attracted far less attention than they really deserved.
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However, the cobbler’s beneh saw no more of Knut
Hamsun.

During the next twelve years he led the life of a
rover, but a rover with a fixed purpose from which
he never swerved. First he turned his face toward
Christiania, the capital and the intelleetual centre
of the country; and in order to get there he worked
at anything that offered itself. He was a longshore-
man on Boddé's docks, a read-labourer, a lumber-
jack in the mountains; a private tutor and court
messenger.  Finally he reached the metropolis and
enrolled as a student at the university. But the
gaunt, raw-boned youth, unpraectical and improvi-
dent, overbearing of manner, passionately inde-
pendent in thought and conduet, failed utterly in
his attemipts to realise whatever ambitions he had
cherished. So it was hardly strange that this the
first chapter of his Odyssey should end in the steer-
age of an Ameriean-bound emigrant steamer.

In America, where he landed penniless, he turned
his strong and capable hands to whatever labour he
could find., Te had intended to become a Unitarian
minister. Instead of deing so he had to work as a
farm-hand on the prairie, street-car conductor in
Chicago, dairyman in Dakota; and he varied these
pursuits by giving o serieg of lectures on French
literature in Minneapolis. By that time he prob-
ably imagined that he was equipped for a more sue-
cessful attack on the literary strengholds of his own
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country, and returned fo Christiania. Disappoint-
ments and privations followed more bitter than any
he had ever known. He starved and studied and
dreamed; wvainly he made the most desperate at-
tempts to gain recognition. In despair he once
more abandoned the battle-field and fled to America
again, with the avowed purpose of gaining a reputa-
tion on the lecture platform.

Onee more he failed; his countrymen resident in
the Northwest would have none of him. Eeaten
back in every attempt, discouraged, perhaps feeling
the need of selitude and the opportunities for intro-
spective thought which he could not find in the
larger cities, he exiled himself to that most desolate
of existences, a life on & Newfoundland fishing-
smack. Three long years he spent as one of a rade
crew with whom he could have nothing in common
gave the daily death-strugele with the elements. But
these years finished the preparatory stage of Hain-
sun's edueation. During the solitary watches he
matured as an artist and as a man, In his very
first effort upon his return to civilisation he proved
that the days of aimless fumblings were over: in
“Hunger” he stands suddenly revealed as a master
of style and deseription, a bold and independent
thinker, a penetrating, keen psychologist, a realist
of marked virility.

Since *Hunger™ was written Hamsun has pub-
lished over thirty large works—novels, dramas,



