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#CARIBBEANSTRONG

Today, Bookends presents 
Part 1 of the final in a series of 
conversations #CaribbeanStrong 
between Jacqueline Bishop and 
writers from around the region. 
The featured writer, representing 
the Spanish-speaking Caribbean, 
is Loretta Collins Klobah from 
Puerto Rico, a professor of 
Caribbean literature and creative 
writing at the University of 
Puerto Rico. Her poetry has been 
anthologised in the1996 Pushcart 
Prize Anthology,TriQuarterly New 
Writers, and the collection How 
Much Earth?

Loretta, we have discussed 
doing an interview for some time 
now, so I am truly delighted to 
have the opportunity to interview 
you now that your second 
collection of poems has been 
published. I want to start off with 
your title poem “Ricantations”, 
which discusses what it was like 
to live through Hurricane María , 
which pummelled  Puerto Rico in 
2017. The poem in particular pays 
attention to the horrific aftermath 
of the hurricane, with random 

violence and a lack of basic 
supplies and health care. Yet the 
speaker in the poem chooses to 
remain on the island and not move 
to the mainland. Why? 

Thank you, Jacqueline. My title 
poem describes what I observed 
and experienced during Hurricane 
María and its aftermath. A few 
days after the hurricane, when I 
went out, it looked like the whole 
island had been bombed. What I 
noticed about the trees, animals 
and insects is the part of the 
poem that engages me the most. 
I fell extremely ill with an infection 
that ulcerated my lower legs after 
the storm, searched for adequate 
health care, and eventually was 
hospitalised for a month. I am just 
now recovering. The storm both 
divided and brought my family 
closer together. 

As you probably know, as a 
result of the hurricanes that hit 
us last September, there are 
still many people in Puerto Rico 
without electricity, an income, 
potable water, food security, and a 
home with a roof. Puerto Rico was 
already dealing with governmental 

bankruptcy, austerity measures, 
and a US-imposed financial 
oversight board before the 
hurricanes hit. We have had a 
massive exodus of people leaving 
for the US. 

It is a traumatic situation, but 
the poem “Ricantations” doesn’t 
end on a totally negative note: 
“we feel new incantations of 
something / primal in us, allied by 
our hurricane grief, / disordered, 
but sentient of how we are 
related, neighbours, / iguanas, 
honey bees, bats, birds, trees, 
islands.” The image on the cover 
of the book is of resurrection, 
Puerto Rican-style. 

Why haven’t the writers who 
went through the hurricane 
destruction in the Virgin Islands 
and St. Martin left for elsewhere? 

Until I get to the point that I 
absolutely cannot survive in 
Puerto Rico, I will be staying 
here. What Trump and the GOP 
have done in the US is arguably 
a catastrophic unnatural disaster. 
Why are people choosing to 
remain on the mainland?

One of the things that hurricane 
did was foist into mainland 
consciousness the precarious 
colonial placement of places 
like Puerto Rico and the Virgin 
Islands. Your poem “Tissue 
Gallery” expands on and clarifies 
the relationships between and 
among these colonial islands, with 
women travelling from island to 
island seeking medical services. 
But what struck me about this 
poem is a technique that you use 
over and over again throughout the 

collection, which is a direct and 
quite moving and powerful address 
to the subjects of the poems. Why 
utilise a direct address in your 
poems?

Getting adequate health 
care is one reason that people 
from the smaller islands travel 
to bigger islands. The journey 
must be particularly difficult for 
a woman giving birth or having 
complications in a pregnancy. My 
poem “Tissue Gallery” is about 
an experience that I had a few 
years ago when a professor of 
Gross Anatomy at our medical 
school invited professors from 
the Humanities to a conference, 
where, in the spirit of contributing 
to a Medical Humanities project, 
he wanted to propose a creative 
collaboration between the 
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medical school and visual artists to 
make an exhibition with a human 
tissue collection that had been 
stored at the medical school and 
unused for some years. Before 
he led me to the room to see the 
specimens, I was only told that I 
would be viewing human tissue. 
When I entered the room, several 
foetuses and stillborn babies, in 
every stage of development, and 
some with anomalies, in jars or 
on trays, were displayed on the 
lab tables. I asked the doctor 
about how they were acquired. 
He explained that he thought 
that most of the specimens were 
donated by women who had come 
from the Virgin Islands to give 
birth, try to save pregnancies, 
or have medically-necessitated 
abortions. The paperwork process 
to take the deceased foetus home 
to the Virgin Islands for burial was 
so difficult that women frequently 
donated the foetuses. 

As I was pondering the doctor’s 
proposal that an art exhibition of 
these foetuses take place and 
trying to dissuade him, I kept 
thinking of the mothers in the 
Virgin Islands who had no idea 
what had happened to these 
“impossible children”. What might 
they think about the foetuses 
being put in an art exhibition? I 
thought about Saartjie Baartman 
(called the Hottentot Venus), 
human zoos, freak shows, curiosity 
cabinets, and the history of putting 
humans and dead human “tissue” 
on public display. I thought about 
how I might feel if I had donated 
a corpse foetus to a hospital 
because of circumstances and 

later found out that it was in a 
public art display for people to 
ogle. I was incredibly disturbed 
and moved by this experience. 

I wrote the poem to help, in my 
own way, those unborn beings 
“cross over”. I didn’t know while I 
was writing the poem that at the 
end, I would turn to the women 
in the Virgin Islands and address 
them directly, but when I came to 
that point of closure, that’s what I 
had to do. I would want someone 
to tell me, if he or she had seen 
my children, in any condition, 
living or dead, how they were and 
what was being done with them 
by others. That is why the poem 
ends with “At home, I whisper to 
the midnight page, / Women of 
the Virgin Islands, Sistren, / I saw 
them, and they are okay. / Your 
small ones are still on the Earth!”

I didn’t notice how frequently I 
use this kind of direct address in 
the poems in Ricantations until I 
read your question, Jacqueline, 
but it’s true. Two other examples 
are “Come, Shadow,” which is 
about my mother’s diagnosis as 
a paranoid schizophrenic, her 
hospitalisation and electroshock 
therapy, and the poem “Winged 
Horse,” about a derelict, 
neglected horse boarded in my 
neighbourhood. I think that so 
many of my narrative poems, even 
the ones that begin from the most 
marvellous of premises, are about 
actual events that are somehow 
urgent for me. While writing, I am 
concentrating hard on getting the 
precise language so that readers 
can visualise the scenario. At 
some point, though, I recognise 
that the poem also has a more 
intimate intended audience — a 
woman/ sister in the Virgin Islands, 
my mother, a horse, etc — to 
whom I feel the need to speak. 

Throughout the collection 
there is a fascination with the 
monstrous and the grotesque. This 
is especially so where women are 
concerned. One of the first places 
we see this is in the poem “La 
Monstrua Desnuda” but it takes 
on many faces throughout the 
collection. How do you account for 
this fascination? 

The book is inhabited by mythic 
creatures, animals, and anomalous 
beings — such as a flying 
gargoyle, a man wearing a Green 
Lantern suit at his wake, a Spanish 
Baroque girl with hyperphagia, a 
family of high-wire walkers, and 
a tattooed fisherman — so some 
poems read like speculative tales. 
The poems are interested in the 
marvellous as it occurs in Puerto 
Rico. I add my bit of imagination 
and a few drops of magic, but the 

majority of the poems recount 
with care actual happenings 
here. The Colombian fiction writer 
Gabriel García Márquez once said, 
“It always amuses me that the 
biggest praise for my work comes 
for the imagination, while the truth 
is that there’s not a single line in 
all my work that does not have a 
basis in reality. The problem is that 
Caribbean reality resembles the 
wildest imagination.” 

Frequently in this collection, the 
marvellous is something amazing 
and delightful, such as in the 
poem “Art Brut”, which describes 
the underground gardens built by 
Baldassare Forestiere, Watts Towers, 
constructed by Sabato Rodia, and 
the space saucer house built on a hill 
on the south coast of Puerto Rico by 
Roberto Sánchez Rivera.  

Nonetheless, writing the poem 
“La Monstrua Desnuda” was key to 
the development of the collection, 
in terms of the monstrous and 
grotesque elements. The poem 
refers to a Spanish Baroque 
painting by Carreño de Miranda. 
The Spanish court commissioned 
him to paint two portraits, one 
nude and one clothed, of Eugenia 
Martínez Vallejo, a six-year-old girl 
who was brought to El Alcázar by 
her parents to be placed under the 
protection of the Spanish Crown: 
“Gawked at girl, phenomenal 
weight / advertised in the press, a 
child displayed / for royal visitors, 
naked Eugenia.” 

I saw the nude portrait at a 
museum in Puerto Rico when it 
was on loan from Spain’s El Museo 
del Prado. It was exhibited in a 
room full of paintings by Diego 
Velázquez of court buffoons and 
civil servants with dwarfism. 
I immediately identified with 
Eugenia: “… never in this Earth’s 
constant flash / of images have 
I seen so purely / and perfectly 
a likeness of myself”. It was like 
seeing a painting of myself as a 
child, like looking into a mirror.

The Spanish Baroque paintings 
are known for their use of “la 
estética de lo feo” (the aesthetic 
of the ugly), but art historians will 
tell you that these portraits of 
dwarves and people like enormous 
Eugenia were compassionate and 
humanising. I have never before 
written a poem about what it 
is like to live in my body. I have 
avoided writing about my weight, 
but I was moved to write about 
this child. The poem becomes a 
manifesto for the poetry collection 
and a defence for its use of the 
aesthetic of “the ugly,” though 
the objective is empathy and 
societal critique. The poem “Come, 
Shadow,” about my schizophrenic 
mother was another break-through 

poem that defines society as 
monstrous, rather than the women 
categorised as such. 

The poems that present 
grotesque images of women are 
ones that document unthinking 
or brutal acts committed against 
women. “Blue Stone” narrates the 
killing of 15-year-old Karla Michelle 
by a stray bullet on New Year’s 
Eve. Our grotesque and machista 
tradition of firing guns into the 
air on Christmas and New Year’s 
frequently results in needless 
deaths. “Mary Harlotry” describes 
glass mosaics of virgins by our 
leading vitralist of Puerto Rico, 
which were created in honour of 
20 women who had been killed by 
their partners that year. I contrast 
idealised images of women 
goddesses with the grotesque 
realities of how girls, girlfriends, 
wives, and grandmothers 
were injured, sexually attacked 
and annihilated that year. My 
fascination is with a future that 
could be, but probably will not be, 
characterised by fewer monstrous 
and grotesque occurrences.   

Other themes in the book 
are violence and death. This is 
seen most clearly in the poem 
“Pulse” where the dead from a 
night club shooting in Orlando, 
Florida, are brought home to be 
buried in Puerto Rico. But death by 
misadventure also abounds all over 

the collection. What do you think 
accounts for the terrible levels of 
violence in Puerto Rico?

 Of the handful of poems that 
mention someone’s death, some 
are elegies that focus more on 
the qualities of the person’s life, 
such as “Centring the Galaxy from 
Corozal,” about an astronomer; 
“One that Got Away,” about a 
fisherman with cancer; and “The 
Flying Wallendas in Puerto Rico,” 
which is about Nik Wallenda and 
his great grandfather Karl Wallenda, 
who at 73 years old accidently fell 
to his death in Puerto Rico while 
walking a high wire strung between 
two hotel towers. When I was 
writing the poem about the funerals 
that display the deceased in life-like 
poses, I was touched by the story 
of Renato, who was dressed as the 
Green Lantern superhero, because 
of the way that his sister, at the 
wake, praised his willingness to be 
helpful to his community. 

Most of the poems that refer to 
death also deal with other themes, 
such as police repression of public 
protests, the impact of austerity 
measures, tourism, flooding, the 
disrepair of our cemeteries, and 
celebratory gunfire. A few poems 
refer to narcoculture violence. I 
can’t generalise about the causes 
of violence and incidents of 
death in Puerto Rico beyond how 
I approach those themes in my 
poetry, but I’ll quote from a poem 

in my debut collection The Twelve-
Foot Neon Woman. The poem is 
titled “El Velorio, a child’s wake in 
rural Puerto Rico, 1893”: “We have 
created a new world where the 
indiscriminate gun / is always at 
our backs. From the first murdered 
Taíno to now, / the cosmic bullet 
has been in the air.”

Now let’s take a minute to get a 
sense of your trajectory as a poet. 
When did you realise you were a 
poet? What training do you have? 
Who were some of the people you 
studied with and what did you 
take away from your teachers? 
Do you write creatively in any 
other genres? How do you juggle 
being both a poet and a critic of 
Caribbean literature?

Writing poetry started for me 
at the same time I was first 
learning to read and write. My 
mother had me memorise loads 
of nursery rhymes, and she read 
children’s books to me daily. She 
had a church hymnal at home 
and sang religious songs all day 
long. Both parents told family 
stories at bedtime. My godparents 
were from Mexico, and they 
were also story-tellers. Spoken 
and written words were musical 
and rhythmical. On walks, my 
mother pointed out everything 
that delighted her, from a tiny 
blue flowering weed, to the 
colour of the hazy mountains 

in the distance. She taught me 
how to notice and see what was 
around me. I learned to read 
independently before I went to 
primary school. 

When I was in first grade, I 
painted a watercolour picture of 
a ladybug on a rug and wrote a 
rhyming poem about it. I don’t 
know what it was that my teacher 
saw in it, but she called my mother 
to come to the school so that she 
could tell my mother that I was 
gifted. That small encouragement 
made me feel like I could write 
and draw, so I kept at it, keeping 
journals and writing poems and 
stories throughout primary and 
secondary school. Reading and 
writing poetry have been the 
constants in my life.

A small writing award that I 
received for my poetry allowed 
me to enrol at the university 
closest to home. It was my luck 
that the poets Charles Hanzlicek 
and Philip Levine happened to be 
teaching there. I was part of a 
writing community that included 
Dixie Salazar, Luis Omar Salinas, 
Robert Vázquez, Marty Williams, 
Ernesto Trejo, and Kathleen 
McClung. 

I took many writing courses with 
Levine and did an MA in creative 
writing (fiction and poetry) before 
I was accepted by the Writer’s 
Workshop of the University of Iowa 
for an MFA. in poetry and a PhD 

in English with an emphasis in 
Caribbean Literature. Levine, who 
wrote about the working classes 
and social justice, made me feel 
that my working-class experiences 
had a place in poetry. He also 
loved and taught Spanish and Latin 
American poetry. 

At Iowa, I studied with Jorie 
Graham, Gerald Stern, Marvin Bell, 
and Larry Levis, and at Breadloaf, 
I studied with William Matthews. 
From Stern, I learned the 
importance of knowing history; from 
Levis, the alchemy of transforming 
an image from the beginning of a 
poem to its end, and a sense of 
wistfulness and mysticism.      

After I graduated, I sat in on 
a lot of workshops by Caribbean 
writers (Lorna Goodison, Christine 
Craig, Ramabai Espinet, Marcia 
Douglas, Victor Hernández Cruz, 
Ishion Hutchinson, Willie Perdomo, 
etc) and travelled to some writing 
retreats, most recently to a 
Master’s class in poetry, taught by 
Paul Muldoon, which took place in 
Mexico. I like to remain a student. 

Since I teach Caribbean 
literature, I have produced 
scholarship, and I frequently 
publish book reviews or interviews 
of writers. At some point in my 
professional life, though, I started 
to be more aware of the sand 
slipping through the hourglass. I 
decided to focus more energy on 
my creative writing life. Truthfully, 
what inspires me most as a 
critic of Caribbean literature is 
guiding my students to know the 
long-standing and ever-growing 
traditions of Caribbean writing, as 
well as my collaborations in literary 
friendships with other writers. 

How do you explain that as a 
Puerto Rican poet, most of your 
published poems are in English? 
Have your works been translated 
into other languages? Into 
Spanish? What language do you 
write in and why?

Spanish is the language of 
Puerto Rico; however, because 
of the one hundred + years of 
colonisation by the US, required 
English instruction in the public 
schools, cable television, music, 
and other consumer products, 
and the migrations and returns 
of Puerto Ricans to and from the 
mainland, the language situation 
here and in the Puerto Rican 
diaspora is complicated. Not 
everyone on the island is bilingual, 
but there is a fair amount of code 
switching in daily conversations 
of bilinguals. There is also a 
long-standing tradition, by both 
writers living in the US and on the 
island, of Puerto Rican literature 
written in English with Spanish 

code-switching. Our bookstores 
sell books in both languages. Island 
writers who first publish in Spanish 
sell their books here when they 
have been translated to English. 
Some writers publish their books in 
bilingual editions. 

I avidly read and am primarily 
inspired by Puerto Rican literature 
(in both languages), English- and 
Spanish-speaking Caribbean 
literature, Irish literature, US 
literature, and Latin American 
literature. My first language is 
English, but I began learning 
Spanish as a small child, and I 
generally speak Spanish when I 
am not teaching. I particularly love 
Puerto Rican variants of Spanish. 
I enjoy movies and music in both 
languages. Former Poet Laureate 
of Jamaica, Prof Mervyn Morris, 
in his endorsement of my first 
collection of poetry, The Twelve 
-Foot Neon Woman, called the 
language of the book “Spanish-
speckled English”.  The book 
has a glossary at the back for 
monolingual English speakers. 

I want my creative writing to 
work at crossing the boundaries 
of language. I would like to be 
read at home, in the other islands, 
and in the Caribbean Diaspora(s). 
I want to connect with writers 
who write in all languages of 
the Caribbean. One of the most 
fantastic aspects of the Caribbean 
region is the diversity of languages 
that we have. I admire writers 
like Lasana Sekou, of St Martin, 
who champions multilingualism 
both in his own books and in the 
annual book fair that he organises. 
I am currently collaborating with 
a professor of English-Speaking 
Caribbean literature from the 
University of Barcelona in Spain, 
Dr María Grau, to translate a 
generous selection of poems by 32 
Caribbean women poets of English 
and Spanish-speaking islands.

As a writer, though, it is both 
enjoyable and difficult to inhabit 
spaces between languages. 
As I was drafting the poems in 
Ricantations, I realised that I was 
using a lot more Spanish, with 
many phrases, multiple stanzas 
and entire sections of poems in 
Spanish. The glossary at the back 
of the first draft of the manuscript 
was extraordinarily long. When 
I sent my manuscript to Peepal 
Tree Press, the founding editor, 
Jeremy Poynting, assured me that 
he wants to support my project of 
working between languages, but 
that I needed to think about the 
monolingual readers. I understood 
his suggestion.  I decided to 
revise the manuscript by omitting 
some poems that were Spanish-
dominant, cutting lines, and 

translating lines to English. The 
finalised book, which you have 
read, Jacqueline, is primarily in 
English, but like my first collection, 
it uses “Spanish-speckled English” 
and has a glossary. Now, I would 
like to take poems from the first 
two collections, as well as some 
of the omitted poems, and new 
poems to publish a bilingual edition 
of my poetry.

How long did it take you to write 
this new collection of poems?

After I published the poetry 
collection The Twelve-Foot Neon 
Woman in 2011, my teenage 
daughter was diagnosed with Type 
1 diabetes, became ill and had to 
adjust to having four injections of 
insulin per day. All told, I couldn’t write 
poetry for a few years, so I worked on 
paintings instead. Gradually, I began 
to write again. The cover image 
of this book, though it has various 
meanings for me, is also related to my 
own resurrection as a writer. I spent 
between three and four years writing 
this book, working most intensely, 
drafting the final poems, and giving 
the manuscript shape in 2017 during 
a two-month student strike at the 
University of Puerto Rico. 

Some individual poems took 
longer to write, though. “Night 
Watch,” the opening poem in 
the collection, took six years to 
write from the time I took notes 
on it to the time of the final edits. 
I am glad that I took my time 
with that poem and some of the 
others. On one level, it examines 
life for labourers in the now 
shut-down US sugar mills and 
cigar and tobacco factories, as 
well as for those involved in the 
contemporary underground culture 
of narcotrafficking. However, it 
also refers to a reggaetón song 
by Árcangel about young men 
(gargoyles) destroying women in 
the disco. It describes multiple 
island sightings of a large, flying 
gargoyle who first showed up 
in the haunted landscapes of 
the abandoned sugar mills and 
tobacco sheds. During the six 
years after the sightings were 
reported in our local newspapers, 
the image of the gargoyle entered 
narcoculture. Gunmen for the drug 
cartels began to call themselves 
“gárgolas”, and the term became 
associated with a certain kind of 
Caribbean masculinity, the night 
creeper. If I hadn’t waited to see 
these transformations of the figure 
of the “gargoyle” in the imagination 
of Puerto Rico, I would have lost 
the chance for some of the layered 
connections between the past and 
the present that the poem makes.

                                                                    
TO BE CONCLUDED NEXT SUNDAY
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Marcus Bird and Sharma Taylor 
from Jamaica have been shortlisted 
in the Caribbean region of the 2018 
Commonwealth Short Story Prize , joining 
fellow Caribbean shortlisted writers Kevin 
Hosein and Breanne McIvor from Trinidad 
& Tobago. Bird, whose entry is An Elephant 
in Kingston, is a writer, film-maker and 
photographer who lives in Kingston. Taylor, 
meanwhile, is a corporate attorney. Her 
entry is titled Son-Son’s Birthday.

Now in its seventh year, the prize is 
awarded for the best piece of unpublished 
short fiction in English over five regions of 

the Commonwealth.
Chair of the judges, novelist and short 

story writer Sarah Hall, said of this year’s 
shortlist:

“The versatility and power of the short 
story is abundantly clear in this shortlist. 
With such a range of subject, style, 
language and imagination, it is clear what 
a culturally important and relevant form 
it is, facilitating many different creative 
approaches, many voices and versions of 
life. 

With a panel of judges also spanning 
the globe there was a sense of depth and 

breadth to the selection process, and each 
commonwealth region showcases the 
very best of its traditions, adaptations, and 
contemporary approaches. 

“This is such a great, unique prize, 
one that seeks to uphold both literary 
community and particularity, crossing 
borders with the ambition of collating 
our common and unique stories. It is an 
enormous pleasure, and illuminating, to 
have been part of the reading process.” 

The prize is judged by an international 
panel of writers, representing each of the 
five regions of the Commonwealth. The 

2018 judges are Damon Galgut (Africa), 
Sunila Galappatti (Asia), Kateri Akiwenzie-
Damm (Canada and Europe), Mark McWatt 
(Caribbean) and Paula Morris (Pacific).

Fifteen poets have been 
shortlisted for the Forward 
Prizes for Poetry 2018. They 
include writers from the region, 
Vahni Capildeo and Shivanee 
Ramlochan, from Trinidad & 
Tobago.

The 27th annual Forward Prizes 
will be awarded on September 
18, 2018 at the Royal Festival 
Hall, Southbank Centre. 

The Forward Prize for Best 
Collection (£10,000)

Vahni Capildeo – Venus as a 
Bear (Carcanet)

 J O Morgan – Assurances 
(Cape Poetry)

Toby Martines de las Rivas– 
Black Sun (Faber & Faber)

Danez Smith – Don’t Call Us 

Dead (Chatto & Windus)
Tracy K Smith – Wade in the 

Water (Penguin UK)

The Felix Dennis Prize for Best 
First Collection (£5,000)

Kaveh Akbar – Calling a Wolf a 
Wolf (Penguin UK)

Abigail Parry – Jinx (Bloodaxe 
Books)

Phoebe Power – Shrines of 
Upper Austria (Carcanet)

Shivanee Ramlochan – 
Everyone Knows I Am a Haunting 
(Peepal Tree Press)

Richard Scott – Soho (Faber & 
Faber)

The Forward Prize for Best 
Single Poem (£1,000)

Fiona Benson – Ruins (Wild 

Court)
Liz Berry – The Republic of 

Motherhood (Granta)
Sumita Chakraborty – And death 

demands a labor (PN Review)
Jorie Graham – Tree (LRB)
Will Harris – SAY (The Poetry 

Review)
This year’s judging panel 

is chaired by writer, critic, 
broadcaster and film-maker 
Bidisha. It includes poets Mimi 
Khalvati, Chris McCabe, Niall 
Campbell, and vlogger, poet and 
author Jen Campbel.

The Forward Prizes for Poetry 
are the most coveted awards for 
poetry published in Britain and 
Ireland: they have played a key 
role in bringing contemporary 
poetry to the attention of the 

wider public for a quarter of a 
century. They were set up in 1991 
by philanthropist William Sieghart 
to celebrate excellence in poetry 
and increase its audience, and 
are awarded to published poets 
for work in print in the last year. 
The three prizes – £10,000 for 
Best Collection, £5,000 for Best 
First Collection and £1,000 for 
Best Single Poem – are unique 

in honouring both the work 
of established poets and the 
debuts of brilliant unknowns. Past 
Forward Prizes winners include 
Claudia Rankine, Thom Gunn, 
Seamus Heaney, Alice Oswald, 
Ted Hughes, Carol Ann Duffy and 
Kathleen Jamie.

Last year’s Forward Prizes 
winners were Sinéad Morrissey, 
Ocean Vuong and Ian Patterson.

Following weeks of internal 
bickering, sex-abuse allegations 
and a financial investigation by 
police, the body that hands out 
the prestigious Nobel Prize in 
Literature announced recently 
that no prize would be awarded 
this year.

Instead, the academy said two 
Nobel Prizes in Literature will be 
handed out next year: the 2018 
prize and the 2019 prize. The 
decision was made at a meeting 
of the Swedish Academy in 
Stockholm on the grounds that 
the group was in too deep a 
crisis to choose a Nobel winner 
properly.

“The present crisis of 
confidence places high demands 
on a long-term and robust work 
for change,” said Anders Olsson, 
the academy’s permanent 
secretary. “We find it necessary 
to commit time to recovering 
public confidence in the Academy 
before the next laureate can be 
announced.”

It is the first time since 1949 
that the prestigious award 
has been delayed. Last year, 
Japanese-born British novelist 
Kazuo Ishiguro won the prize.

“It has occurred before. This 
year we’re doing it because we’ve 
had a very, very unusual situation, 

with conflicts in the academy and 
a weakened academy in terms of 
the number of members,” Olsson 
told Sweden’s TT news agency.

The internal feud within the 
academy — which only hands out 
one of the Nobel prizes — was 
triggered by an abuse scandal 
linked to Jean-Claude Arnault, a 
major cultural figure in Sweden 
who is also the husband of poet 
Katarina Frostenson, an academy 
member.

The academy has admitted 
that “unacceptable behaviour in 
the form of unwanted intimacy” 
took place within its ranks, but 
its handling of the allegations has 
shredded the body’s credibility, 
called into question its judgment 
and forced its first female leader 
to resign.

A debate over how to face 
up to its flaws also divided the 
group’s 18 members — who 
are appointed for life — into 
hostile camps and prompted 
seven members of the prestigious 
institution to leave or disassociate 
themselves from it.

The Swedish Academy has now 
agreed to review its century-old 
operating practices.

It said that “work on the 
selection of a laureate is at an 

advanced stage and will continue 
as usual in the months ahead but 
the Academy needs time to regain 
its full complement.”

The Nobel Foundation reacted 
promptly, saying it presumes the 
academy “will now put all its 
efforts into the task of restoring 
its credibility as a prize-awarding 
institution.” It also demanded 
that the group report publicly 
“the concrete actions that are 
undertaken” to ensure that it is 
a body worthy of the honor of 
choosing Nobel laureates.

“We also assume that all 
members of the Academy 
realize that both its extensive 
reform efforts and its future 
organizational structure must be 
characterised by greater openness 
toward the outside world,” Carl-
Henrik Heldin, the chairman of the 
Nobel Foundation Board, said in a 
separate statement.

King Carl XVI Gustaf — the 
body’s patron who had suggested 
changes within the institution 
after members began to leave — 
said the decision “shows that the 
Academy now intends to focus on 
the restoration of its reputation.”

Last fall, Dagens Nyheter, one 
of Sweden’s largest newspapers, 
published sexual misconduct 

claims from 18 women against 
Arnault, who runs a cultural 
centre the academy used to help 
fund. The Svenska Dagbladet 
paper reported last month that 
among those groped by Arnault 
was Swedish Crown Princess 
Victoria 12 years ago.

Arnault also has been 
suspected of violating century-old 
Nobel rules by leaking names of 
winners of the prestigious award 
— allegedly seven times, starting 
in 1996. It was not clear to 
whom the names were allegedly 
disclosed.

Bjorn Hurtig, the lawyer for the 
71-year-old Arnault, has denied 
the allegations, saying his client is 
the victim of “a witch hunt”.

The world’s most prestigious 
prizes in science, medicine, 
literature and peacemaking have 
been withheld 49 times in all 
since the honours based on the 
will of Swedish inventor Alfred 
Nobel began in 1901.

The Nobel literature prize was 
not given out on seven occasions, 
primarily due to war but also 
in 1935 because no candidate 
was deemed worthy of the 
prize. On seven other occasions, 
the literature award has been 
postponed, as has been proposed 

in this case.
Swedish Academy member 

Goran Malmqvist told Sweden’s 
TT news agency that the 
postponement was “a really good 
decision”.

“We’re in a crisis and it will take 
time to rebuild it again,” he was 
quoted as saying.

He also criticised the leaking of 
winners’ names before they are 
announced.

“We have to shut up. People 
mustn’t start betting and make 
money on that,” he told TT.

About the same week next year 
that the Swedish Academy will 
announce two Nobel Literature 
Prize winners, the Norwegian 
Nobel Committee, a separate 
body, will announce who gets the 
coveted Nobel Peace Prize for 
2019.

US Republicans have nominated 
US President Donald Trump for 
the 2019 Nobel Peace award 
for bringing North Korea to the 
negotiating table.

Yet Europeans, who feel uneasy 
about Trump, smile when they 
hear that he could theoretically 
get the peace prize.

“Being nominated does not 
mean that you actually get the 
prize. It is pretty ridiculous to have 
such hopes,” Hasse Jakupsen, 52, 
said in Copenhagen, Denmark.
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