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Knut Hamsun: An Introduction

A young man, hectic and dirty, sits on a park bench in a  
  cold city. He is wild, nervous. Beside him, an old man 

is holding a newspaper. The young man begins a conversa-
tion. In its course, the old man reveals that he is blind. He 
asks the young man where he lives. The young man decides 
to lie, and names a pleasant square, somewhere he could not 
possibly afford in his present circumstances. The blind man 
knows the square, knows the building, in fact. What is the 
name of the landlord again? asks the old man. The young 
man says the first word that comes into his head: ‘Hippolati.’ 
Ah yes, says the blind man, Hippolati, that’s right, he knows 
the name, it was on the tip of his tongue. The young man is 
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enjoying this; he froths his lies up into greater extravagances. 
He reminds the old man that Hippolati is something of an 
inventor, that he once invented an electric prayer-book. Yes, 
says the old man, he recalls hearing something like that. And 
Hippolati was for seven years a cabinet minister in Persia, 
adds the young man. Ah yes, say the old man.

Now the young man, who is clearly unstable, begins to 
get angry. Why is the old fool being so blandly gullible? 
Why is he agreeing to these ridiculous lies? But instead of 
accusing the old man of being a dupe, he does the opposite, 
and bizarrely accuses him of not believing his stories. He 
yells at him: ‘Perhaps you don’t even believe that a man with 
the name Hippolati exists! What obstinacy and wickedness 
in an old man – I’ve never seen the likes of it. What the hell 
is the matter with you? … Let me tell you, sir, that I’m not at 
all accustomed to such treatment as yours, and won’t stand 
for it.’ The old man looks frightened, and moves away as fast 
as his legs will take him. 

Knut Hamsun’s greatest novels – from which this is a 
typical scene – throttle reason. In Hunger (1890), Mysteries 
(1892), and Pan (1894), the Norwegian writer founded the 
modernist and postmodernist novel at once. He took from 
Dostoevsky the idea that plot is not something that merely 
happens to a character, but that a really strange character 
leads plot around like a weak dog. He took from both Dos-
toevsky and Lermontov (Lermontov’s anti-hero, Pechorin, 
seems to me the real precursor of Hamsun’s protagonists) an 
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obsession with contingency, theatricality, randomness, and 
the dialectic of pride and ressentiment. He took from Strind-
berg the idea that the self is not a continuous wave but a 
storm of interruptions – something ‘patched together’, in 
Strindberg’s words. In Hamsun, characters provoke appar-
ently pointless encounters which they then disown or annul 
at whim. They are epistemological brawlers: they are always 
challenging meaning to a fight. They invent the scenes 
through which they move, and thus invent themselves afresh 
on every page, which tends to make them doubly fictional. 
More than most fictional protagonists, the hero in Hamsun 
writes the novel we read, plots it for us. Yet, as if they were 
escaped convicts, these people erase their tracks as they 
proceed, and this erasure seems to be hapless rather than 
willed: they carry no continuous memory of what they have 
said or done from scene to scene. They seem to be escaping 
only themselves.

So it is, that although these characters are tissues of fiction-
ality, they are not tediously weightless, or unreal, in the way 
we know from the nouveau roman or some other experimen-
tal texts. They don’t announce, ‘Hey, I am merely fictional, 
I was created by Knut Hamsun.’ On the contrary, their fic-
tionality is very real to them, and very real to us: it is all they 
have. Their pathos is the pathos we feel for ‘real’ humans, 
however madly assembled their selves seem. In particular, 
Hamsun extracts a pathos from his heroes’ obvious delusion 
that they are in control of their unpredictability. We can see 
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that this isn’t the case. And thus it is that Hamsun, although 
he is virtually the inventor of a certain kind of postmod-
ern fictionality, is also the great refiner of that modernist 
staple, the stream of consciousness, that mode of writing 
that is in some ways the culmination of novelistic realism, of 
the novel’s traditional devotion to human beings and their 
consciousness.

Some writers refuse to lay their heads peaceably on the 
pillow of literary history in order to give posterity good 
dreams. In the twentieth century, the anti-Semitic French 
novelist Louise-Ferdinand Céline, who ended his life still 
raving, is such a writer; and so is Céline’s influence, Knut 
Hamsun, the greatest Norwegian writer since Ibsen, but 
who ended his life in 1952, in disgrace. Hamsun’s life is 
surely one of the strangest in modern literature. The writer 
who wrote the great books of the 1890s, the autodidact 
who won the Nobel Prize in 1920, who in the 1920s was 
probably the most admired living novelist, is now as well-
known for being a Nazi, and for his painful trial in 1946 
– the 86-year-old writer, who had written that Norwegians 
should surrender to the friendly invading Germans, essen-
tially on trial for treason, now almost completely deaf, but 
still bonily imperious, his large smooth head tilted angrily 
toward his defense lawyer, Sigrid Stray, a woman who had 
been arrested by the Germans during the occupation, and 
for whose release the Nazi Hamsun had agitated.

Hamsun’s fascism (along with the difficulty, until recently, 
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of finding good translations in English) must largely explain 
his contemporary eclipse outside the Scandinavian world. 
It drained, and almost abolished his name while he was 
still alive. You can trace the anorexia of his reputation. In 
1929, on his seventieth birthday, he received a festschrift, 
with tributes from Thomas and Heinrich Mann; Robert 
Musil; Arnold Schoenberg; Hermann Hesse; Gorki; the first 
president of the Czech Republic, T. G. Masaryk; and André 
Gide. Five years later, in 1934, he received tributes only 
from Goebbels and a crowd of lesser German writers who 
are now forgotten outside their birthplace. In 1939, for his 
eightieth birthday, he received tributes only from Goebbels, 
Alfred Rosenberg – and Hitler.

Knut Hamsun was born in 1859, and grew up in 
Hamarøy, in the far north of Norway, about two hundred 
miles north of the Arctic Circle. This was a sharp land-
scape of mountains, valleys and brief flowers, one he would 
describe often in his fiction, perhaps most beautifully in 
Pan, which begins: ‘These last few days I have thought 
and thought of the Nordland summer’s endless day.’ Vil-
lages were basic compounds of wooden huts and cabins, 
with a school and a church. Dour and close, these com-
munities were also close nets of righteousness; they existed 
for the entrapment and maintenance of propriety. In Ham-
sun’s best fiction, the outrageous and lying hero strops his 
dangerous individuality against the leathery norms of the 
community. Watching a peasant wander past, the hero of 
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Mysteries, Johan Nilsen Nagel, reflects that for such people 
there was ‘nothing but lice, peasant cheese, and Luther’s 
catechism’. And in town, thinks Nagel bitterly, it was just 
residents ‘eating and drinking to survive, filling their leisure 
with alcohol and politics, earning their living from laundry 
soap, brass combs, and fish. And at night when there was 
thunder and lightning, they lay in their beds trembling and 
read Johann Arndt.’ (Arndt was the late-sixteenth-century 
Lutheran pastor whose religious writing influenced a move-
ment known as pietism.) These denunciations are often very 
funny, and, in their raging imprudence, probably influenced 
the late-twentieth-century Austrian writer, Thomas Bern-
hard. In Mysteries, Nagel takes four long pages to denounce 
Tolstoy’s Christianity: ‘A great mind he is not. His mind is, 
both in its kind and quality, as flatly common as it can pos-
sibly be, and his teaching isn’t a hairsbreadth deeper than 
the hallucinations of the Salvation Army.’ Other targets in 
that novel include Ibsen, Serbia, most of Europe, Christian 
morality generally and the eminent British statesman of the 
time, William Gladstone.

Hamsun was born into poverty. His father, who was 
an impoverished tailor and smallholder, moved north to 
Hamarøy with the hope of starting anew. At the age of nine, 
Hamsun was essentially ‘sold’ to his uncle, Hans Olsen, who 
lived nearby. In return for his board and lodging, the little 
Hamsun acted as his scribe. He was there for five years. The 
atmosphere was darkly religious and punitive. Uncle Hans 
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enjoyed beating his nephew with his walking stick. Hamsun 
was sometimes suicidal and once hacked at his own leg 
with an axe. Hamsun’s fiction is often read through the 
screen of existentialism: he is praised as the creator of the 
solitary outcast, the absurdist wanderer. But his most radical 
novels, and especially Hunger and Mysteries, really represent 
struggles with and indeed perversions of traditional Chris-
tian pieties. Hamsun’s formative experience of Christianity 
was as a system of punishment and reward. His uncle was 
a fervent pietist, and likely owned books by Johann Arndt. 
Young Hamsun was often asked to read biblical passages to 
friends of Olsen’s, worshippers who followed an evangelist 
from Stavanger called Lars Oftedal. A decade later, in 1889, 
Oftedal stood for the Norwegian parliament, and Hamsun 
revenged himself by writing a series of newspaper articles 
against him. Indeed, one of his earliest pieces of journalism, 
in 1880, was an attack on an elderly lay preacher for his 
joyless and dim-witted bigotry. He never forgot the misery 
of his time with Hans, and claimed, in 1946, that he still 
bore the scars.

Hamsun’s schooling was sparse (it ended at fifteen, if it 
ever really began), but he was a furious reader. He was self-
conscious about his peasant origins, and tried to drown them 
out with a noisy extravagance of opinion, and by proclaim-
ing a Nietzschean aristocracy of spirit. From adolescence, he 
was obsessively determined to become a great writer; his late 
teens and twenties, in which he wrote fiction but without 
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much success, were his slow siege of greatness. During this 
time, he travelled twice to America, where there were sizable 
Scandinavian communities, in the Dakotas, in Wisconsin 
and in Minnesota. In Minneapolis, he worked as a secre-
tary for a Unitarian priest and Norwegian writer, Kristofer 
Janson. Hamsun told Janson that he ‘had no religious beliefs 
whatsoever’. During his second stay in America, between 
1886 and 1888, he worked as a labourer, and for nine 
months as a tram conductor in Chicago. He was known for 
his habit of reading Aristotle and Euripides between stops. 
He was very poor, and weathered the deep Chicago winter 
by wearing newspaper under his clothes for warmth; his col-
leagues liked to touch him to make him crackle.

Hamsun returned to Norway from the States in 1888. 
He was twenty-nine, and although he had had no real lit-
erary success, he had been sure to make himself, already, 
something of an obstacle in the narrow seam of Norwegian 
literary culture. In America, he had lectured in defence of 
the flamboyant and allegedly irreligious writer Bjørnstjerne 
Bjørnson, and had been criticised by a pastor for doing so. 
His occasional journalism was brutal, hammeringly polemi-
cal (a tendency that would cause problems during the 
German occupation) and generally anti-religious. People 
were impressed by his physical presence: he was tall, hand-
some, very confident. A friend said that he ‘repelled many 
because of his eccentricities’. He could of course conduct 
himself in an extremely refined and considerate fashion 
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when he wished to; but his behaviour could also on occa-
sion arouse contempt. A letter from this period suggests 
that Hamsun may well have resembled his neurasthenic 
heroes: ‘The kind of oddities Dostoevsky has written about 
in the three books by him I have read … is something I live 
through daily.’

Thirty pages of Hunger, Hamsun’s first novel, appeared in 
1888, in a journal called Ny Jord (New Earth). It caused a 
sensation in both Denmark and Norway. Its author was told 
to go away and write the rest of the book. He left Copenha-
gen, where he had been living, and moved to a poor district 
of Kristiania (now Oslo). Hunger was published in 1890, 
and its flashing power and bolt have not faded. ‘It was in 
those days when I wandered about hungry in Kristiania, 
that strange city which no one leaves before it has set its 
mark upon him …’ From its first, incomplete sentence, with 
that ropy, mortal ellipsis, the most peculiar atmosphere jerks 
into being. A young writer, who remains nameless, is strug-
gling to survive in the capital city. He is desperately poor 
and hungry, feverish and grandiloquent. He tells the reader 
he is planning a three-part monograph on philosophical 
cognition that will demolish Kant. But he never writes it 
and instead, for no apparent reason, sits on a park bench 
and writes the date ‘1848’ on sheet after sheet. Occasion-
ally he goes to a newspaper office and sells an article, but 
it’s not enough to keep him well fed and well housed: the 
editor tells him that his essays are too high-strung and too 
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involved. He ends the novel trying to write a play set in the 
Middle Ages, about a whore who has sex at the foot of an 
altar, out of ‘a voluptuous contempt of heaven’.

Hunger was Hamsun’s first strike against the novelistic rep-
resentation of coherence. For Hamsun, such coherence was 
fraudulent. He wrote articles and lectures against Ibsen in 
1890 and 1891, attacking him as a writer who created only 
‘types’, characters with a single pressing element. (Chekhov, 
in his milder way, was opening up literature at the same 
time, and also attacking Ibsen: ‘Ibsen is no playwright,’ said 
Chekhov. ‘In life it simply isn’t like that.’) ‘I dream of a liter-
ature with characters in which their very lack of consistency 
is their basic characteristic,’ Hamsun wrote. The heroes of 
Hunger, Mysteries and Pan are all self- unravellers. In Pan, 
Lieutenant Glahn goes up to a doctor, a man he knows, and 
who sees him approaching, and rudely says, ‘I gave you no 
greeting.’ Later in the novel, the doctor asks Glahn, ‘Why 
are you really doing all this?’ – a fair question for all of these 
characters. 

Hamsun could be as bewilderingly arbitrary in person. 
Robert Ferguson, his English biographer, tells a story of 
Hamsun visiting a hotel in Nice. Barking at the staff in 
Norwegian and refusing to tip, he was quickly the most 
unpopular man in the hotel. Then, at the end of his stay, 
he delighted everyone by dispensing enormous tips. He 
gambled heavily, drank stormily (one binge lasted a week) 
and attitudinised wildly: he was the kind of man who wanted 
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to be thrown out of parties. His Nazism was a kind of anar-
chism, based more on his irrational hatred of England than 
on any natural fascism; he and his wife may have been the 
only people in the whole of Norway who wanted Germany 
to ‘bring England to its knees’, as he madly implored in one 
wartime newspaper article.

Hamsun’s heroes of the 1890s are seen, in most criticism, 
as ‘outcasts’. But they cast themselves out, on the gigantic 
centrifuge of their own pride. The brilliance of the novels is 
that Hamsun sees this pride, and then sees also the gnarled 
dialectic that makes pride both a choice and a compulsion. 
Almost the first encounter the narrator has in Hunger is with 
a tramp, to whom the starving artist wants to give a coin 
or two. With Nietzschean acuity, Hamsun shows how our 
charity rides on gusts of egotism and self-flattery. The nar-
rator wants to feel good by giving money to a tramp, even 
though he has no money himself. When the tramp looks him 
up and down and refuses the money out of pity for the donor, 
his pride is stirred, and he gets angry. In Mysteries, Nagel asks 
if anyone really gives money away ‘because one intends to do 
a kind and moral deed? How naïve this view appears to me! 
There are some people who cannot help giving.’ In both Dos-
toevsky and Hamsun, we see how close pride is to humility, 
and hatred to a kind of sick love. Pride easily collapses into 
humility, because pride is an anxiety not an achievement; and 
humility can easily become pride, because humility is apt to 
feel like an achievement and not just an anxiety.
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In fact, Hamsun’s novels of this period are deliberate per-
versions of the Christian system of reward and punishment, 
confession and absolution, pride and humility. The narrator 
of Hunger offers, really, a grotesque parody of the traditional 
Christian posture of martyrdom, of fasting and solitude. 
Take, for instance, his encounter with the old man on the 
bench. He tells lies to the old man, and is then angry that 
the old man believes those lies. But instead of rebuking the 
old man for his gullibility, he accuses him of not believing 
those lies. The young man would like the old man not to 
believe his lies. He wants the old man to rebuke him for 
lying, to expose him for what he is. Then, guiltily, he attacks 
the old man for what he should be feeling – he should be 
disbelieving. In other words, the narrator wants to be pun-
ished! But recall that the narrator lied for no reason; he just 
felt like it. In other words, the narrator sins so that he can 
be punished, and is angry when he isn’t punished. He sins 
in order to be punished, and instead of punishing himself, he 
punishes the old man for not punishing him.

Hamsun’s second novel, Mysteries, which he completed in 
1892, is a great novel, but is two or three times the length 
of Hunger. It is a complex, difficult, sometimes madden-
ingly complicated book. Both it and Pan extend Hamsun’s 
parody of the Christian pieties. Kierkegaard, in his journals, 
wrote than one must ‘quite literally be a lunatic’ to want to 
become a Christian. Hamsun’s characters are lunatics who 
are trying to escape from Christianity’s lunacy, but who 
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always end up entangling themselves in it. In Mysteries, for 
example, Johan Nilsen Nagel seems to think that when we 
confess our sins to people, they will like us more than they 
did before, even if those people now know all about our sins. 
In Nagel’s case, this urge to confess amounts to a madness of 
the most self-destructive kind, but it may proceed out of a 
twisted Christian inheritance. Jesus himself said that heaven 
looks more kindly on the sinner who turns to Christ than 
on the merely faithful.

Nagel appears one morning at a small Norwegian coastal 
town. He is a stranger in a loud yellow suit. Almost imme-
diately, he starts doings the most peculiar things. He walks 
to a nearby town and sends himself a forged telegram, which 
offers to buy a piece of land for a large sum. He leaves this 
telegram open on the table in his hotel room, where the 
chambermaid can see it. The rumour is duly spread that 
Nagel is a rich man. But later in the novel, when the town 
doctor asks him if it is true that he is selling some property 
for a lot of money, Nagel denies it. Yet later still, when Nagel 
is trying to woo the parson’s daughter, Dagny Kielland, with 
whom he has become infatuated, he tells her that he sent 
himself the faked telegram. He exposes himself – confesses 
– like the hero of Hunger, but even more explicitly, to ‘sins’ 
he had no reason to commit. Similarly, he has a violin case 
in his room. When someone in town asks him if it is indeed 
true that he plays the violin, he explains that he cannot play, 
and that the case contains only dirty linen. ‘But I thought it 
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would look good to have a violin case as part of my baggage; 
that’s why I got it.’ A little later, he contradicts himself, and 
admits that he once learned how to play the violin. And 
so on … Dagny Kielland complains that she cannot tell 
whether Nagel is lying or not. When, in exasperation, she 
asks him why he persists in telling bad stories about himself, 
he says, calmly: ‘To influence you, Miss Kielland.’

It is impossible for the reader, like Dagny, to tell whether 
Nagel is lying or not. And this is the point at which Ham-
sun’s development of stream of consciousness becomes 
especially interesting. For the stream of consciousness is 
essentially a mode of truth-telling. Its origins lie in the stage 
soliloquy: the character steps up to the audience and reveals 
the working of the soul, confesses to an audience. Even 
when a character uses the stream of consciousness to deceive 
himself (as, say, Jane Austen’s Emma Woodhouse does, or 
as Faulkner’s characters often do), the mode serves truth, 
because it allows us to see that the character is mistaken. 
Such characters are knowable to us, if not to themselves, and 
the stream of consciousness is the optic through which we 
can spy on their knowability.

But Hamsun’s characters are suspicious of themselves, and 
use the stream of consciousness to lie both to themselves and 
to us. Hamsun’s characters are so weirdly theatrical that they 
have no interest in being knowable. In the opening pages 
of Mysteries, Nagel awakens from his thought with a violent 
start. He is alone in his room, but Hamsun comments that 
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this sudden start was ‘so exaggerated that it didn’t seem 
genuine; it was as if the gesture had been made for effect, 
even though he was alone in the room’. The reader is as 
in the dark about the character as the character is himself. 
Later, when getting dressed, Nagel whistles to himself, ‘as 
if he were extremely elated by something’. As if. In these 
books, a character can lie neither to himself nor to us, for 
that would imply some kind of stable, deceived, deceivable 
self. Gladstone, the great, upright Victorian, is amusingly 
scorned by Nagel as just this kind of stable self: ‘he is so 
certain of his clear conscience that his certainty is mirrored 
in his eyes, his voice, his posture and his gestures … so 
deeply satisfied with this idea of a clear conscience that he 
presupposes the same among his audience.’ But Hamsun’s 
characters have got beyond truth and falsity, beyond good 
and evil. They speak to us in streams of consciousness, but 
their thoughts may just be theatrical fantasy. There is no 
way of knowing. In Mysteries, characters perform a parody 
of wanting to judge their souls and needing others to judge 
their souls – but they don’t actually want this judgement to 
occur. In Hamsun, this religiose lunacy may be what is left 
of the religious conscience when God has ‘died’ (but has not 
really died).

But what do you do after you have founded and dissolved 
the novel at the same time? What is your second act? Mel-
ville and Gogol were both defeated by this question. After 
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the first part of Dead Souls, Gogol worked on a second 
volume, and then destroyed it. Like a version of the hero 
of Hunger, he essentially fasted to death. After Moby-Dick, 
a unique novel, Melville wrote the unreadable Pierre, which 
represents a kind of vandalism on the novel. In that book, 
Melville editorialises that great and strange writers can offer 
only ‘imperfect, unanticipated and disappointing sequels’. 
This is what Hamsun went on to write. He withdrew from 
the boundless radicalism of his early novels and began to 
draw characters who were indeed stable essences. He clipped 
the anarchism of his youth and, from the 1910s onwards, 
espoused a conservative agrarianism. He self-consciously 
accepted a role as Norway’s sage, and told his countrymen 
that if they did not renounce modernity and go back to the 
soil, their country would be no better than Switzerland, a 
tiny, modern tourist attraction, overrun by hated English 
travellers. The novel in which he proposed this solution 
was The Growth of the Soil (1917), for which he won the 
Nobel Prize three years later. It has magnificent passages, 
particularly in its opening, but it is also terribly ‘magnifi-
cent’ – grandiloquent, didactic, symphonic.

Hamsun’s Nazism has been acutely analysed by Robert 
Ferguson and others. His personal strangeness was the real 
engine of his politics; there was almost no theoretical fuel. 
(In this, he was the opposite of T. S. Eliot, say.) He was not 
anti-Semitic, despite the odd Jewish caricature in his fiction, 
and he angrily implored the Norwegian attorney-general, in 
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1946, to ‘search through my collected works to see if he can 
find any attack on Jews’. His senseless hatred of England 
– he never really supplied any evidence for this prejudice – 
drove him into a veneration of Germany. He truly believed 
that German soldiers, in occupying Norway, were saving 
Norway from English invasion. During the war he was 
almost completely isolated (as well as deaf ); he was telling 
the truth, in 1946, when he said that he knew nothing about 
the German atrocities against the Jews.

Perhaps the isolation was deeper still. There is a sense in 
which Hamsun’s irresponsibility was total. People did not 
really exist for him. His wife wrote in a secret letter to a friend 
of hers in 1928: ‘that he has not a single so-called friend, 
that he cannot be bothered to write letters to friends, and 
that in the course of time all people have become a matter 
of indifference to him. This may be his fault, but it is simply 
how Hamsun is … his work is his only friend, his only love, 
and the rest of us just have to accept this.’ Such a man, one 
thinks, would not really have begun to appreciate what a 
responsible politics would be. We’re used to the idea of a 
contrarian politics, of either the left or right, as some kind 
of deeply pondered, intellectual formation. But Hamsun, as 
ever, shows his back parts, poses the rude negative. Suppose, 
instead, that a contrarian politics is not thought at all, not 
even a rusty instinct, but simply an enormous irresponsibil-
ity, an irresponsibility towards politics itself? Hamsun’s case 
suggests so. When, in 1943, he made his infamous visit to 
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Hitler, the meeting was a farcical disaster. Hamsun showed 
no respect for Hitler. Almost completely deaf, he lectured 
the Führer in Norwegian, loudly complaining about Josef 
Terboven, Hitler’s representative in Norway, whose vicious 
administration Hamsun disliked. Hitler was furious. An 
aide later recalled that Knut Hamsun was the only man he 
had ever seen thwart Hitler.

Nevertheless, Hamsun, repulsively, praised both Goebbels 
and Hitler as reforming idealists, and there is a particular 
beauty in the simple letter that Harald Grieg, Hamsun’s 
loyal publisher, wrote to him in 1946. Hamsun had asked 
Grieg if he was ignoring him because of his ‘treason’. Grieg, 
who had been arrested by the Germans during the occupa-
tion, wrote: ‘In the battle for life and death we stood on 
different sides – and still do. There are few people I have 
admired as much as you, few I have loved so. None has dis-
appointed me more.’

Is, then, Hamsun’s a fascist art? Are the novels that 
matter, the great radical novels of the 1890s, and especially 
Hunger and Mysteries, irreparably tainted? First, and practi-
cally, they were written years before Hamsun’s swerve to the 
right, at a time when he still considered himself a man of 
the left. Second, they are too unstable to be pinned down, 
too comprehensively radical to be usable as politics – they 
remind one of that moment at the end of Twilight of the 
Idols when Nietzsche says that his thoughts are boring him 
with their certitude, and threatens to disown the book he 
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has just written. Third, and more deeply, though they are 
novels in which the self is seen to invent itself, novels in 
which a lie is just an ordinary day in truth’s working week, 
novels that foam with fictionality, they are not novels that 
tell us, fascistically or otherwise, that human beings do not 
exist or do not matter. On the contrary, it is because the 
souls of Hamsun’s heroes are bottomless that they so fiercely 
exist. That they are not knowable, that they so earnestly 
resist knowability, only increases their real mysteriousness, 
increases our respect for their soiled privacies. Monsters of 
self-consciousness, they are also damaged heroes of selfhood, 
painfully assembling and disassembling an individuality so 
extreme that it is uncontainable.

James Wood






















